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Dear Reader, 


First, let me thank you for picking this up and reading this 
far. Your time is valuable and I appreciate you spending 
yours giving in to curiosity. 

Second, let me apologize for typos, grammatical errors, and 
formatting malformations that may leap out and poke you in 
your brain as you read this. I tried playing the traditional 
publishing game - query an agent, lose a turn, roll the dice, 
query another, lose another turn, roll the dice and contact 
freelance editors, face bankruptcy over $10,000 editing fee, 
do naked dance on balcony hoping someone will video it 
and it will go viral so you will be famous enough that a 
publisher will want to print your story, do not pass go, do not 
collect $200, go directly to jail. Suffice it to say, after one 
agent rejection and a ghosting by another, I found haven't 
the patience nor the sadistic tendencies to play this game 
by the same rules as everyone else. Something about 
sitting around waiting for people to tell you and your project 
suck just doesn't appeal to me...Go figure. 

So, what you have in your hands is my second child. Or 
maybe my other husband? Maybe it's my third leg or a 
vestigial tail. I don't really know. It's a part of me. And it's 
something I wanted to share. I wanted to put down the 
words as Elton John more or less said. I wanted to leave a 
legacy, an homage to my ancestors without whom I wouldn't 
be here, and a shout-out to the people who get it - you know 
who you are! 

I hope this book begins many conversations about how we 
can heal this country and repair friendships with neighbors 
outside our borders. The future will be decided by our 
actions today. We're at a point in history many of our 
ancestors would recognize as a moment when paths are 
chosen, heroes are born, and civilizations fall. Will we keep 



letting history repeat itself or will we demand, once and for 
all, an end to the cycle of greed, violence, and bigotry? 

St:*** 

This is dedicated to my kid and my husband who had to put 
up with me working on this mess for too many years, and to 
my ancestors, whose every decision led to my existence. 

St:*** 

Disclaimer: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, 
places, and incidents either are the product of the author's 
imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to 
actual persons - living or dead, businesses, establishments, 
companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental. 


Copyright ©2020 Laura Christie 
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All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, 
scanned, or distributed for financial gain in any printed or 
electronic form without permission. 



Prologue 


We, each of us, get one life...One. One ride on the 
rollercoaster. Even if you believe in reincarnation, you, as 
the current being you are, gets one ride. That's it. When 
compared to the age of the earth, the redwoods in northern 
California, hell, even Galapagos tortoises, our rides are 
pretty damn short - even if we're one of the few who live to 
actually see, much less enjoy, a hundred years. 

How do you want to spend that one life? That one shot at 
existing? Do you want to leave a mark so that when you're 
gone people will remember you? What do you want that 
mark to be - rescuing hundreds of animals or spending all 
your money on flashy cars and crazy shoes that make other 
people rich? Do you want to be happy? Or do you just want 
to survive? Because that's what most of us are doing right 
now...Just Surviving.... 

History would have us believe that the Carnegies, the 
Rockefellers and Rothschilds, the Astors, the Morgans, the 
Vanderbilts, the Roosevelts, Henry Ford, and their ilk built 
America. But the truth is, it was oryr ancestors - the back- 
broken farmers, the coal-dust-covered children and their 
fathers, the gnarled weavers, the early-rising bakers, the 
seamstresses, the slaves kidnapped and sold by their own 
countrymen and shipped to new countries packed like 
inanimate cargo to be worked like insentient equipment, the 
roughnecks, the steel and assembly line workers, the train 
track layers and skyscraper builders, and the enlisted 
soldiers who truly ibry//f America. Without them there would 
never have been railroads to transport what the farmers 
grow and the miners extract, no oil pumped from the 
ground, no steel to build the buildings, ships, and cars; and 
no armies to defend Lady Liberty. Public relations 



spinmasters call up their buddies at newspapers, websites, 
and television networks and get them to run stories about 
how great their clients are and how they're leading us into a 
great new era of technology, but the simple fact is, it's all 
smoke and mirrors meant to script a narrative that will 
comfort citizens into docile obedience. Otyr ancestors built 
the railroads, not the robber barons. Our ancestors mined 
the underworld for coal, not the robber barons. This country 
continues to grow upon the bones of oryrancestors and it is 
nourished with the blood of those who continue to sacrifice 
and labor in the trenches every day. 

We are grist in a giant machine that has no regard for us. We 
have been brainwashed to believe it is our duty to protect 
the financial interests of corporations instead of our own. 
We have been told it is our duty to sacrifice our lives, our 
families, and our planet so that executives and politicians 
can get richer and more powerful. Too big to fail is a flat out 
lie. We can neither call ourselves a democracy nor 
capitalists. Elections in this country are rigged competitions 
sponsored by corporations, the same corporations propped 
up by politicians using tax dollars siphoned off our 
paychecks every pay period. When banks and insurance 
companies and service providers and auto manufacturers 
are given tax breaks and bailouts funded by tax payers 
while simultaneously laying off tens of thousands of people 
and paying executives enormous bonuses and reporting 
record profits - it's more than a little disingenuous to call our 
nation a bastion of capitalism. From the moment the 
umbilical cord is cut, you're expected to get on the conveyor 
belt that services the social order as dictated by politicians, 
celebrities, dynastic heirs, and corporate officers. For the 
majority of citizens our ride will consist of preschool, 
elementary school, sports, middle school, sports, high 
school, sports, college, debt, working until you are seventy 
years old or longer so you can buy stuff to keep the 
economy going, pay off your debt (if you can), afford health 



insurance, and incur more debt in the form of a mortgage 
and car loans. You are told your ride must include providing 
children to perpetuate the cycle, and then being a good lad 
or lassie and dying - leaving just enough money to pay off 
your hospital debt...Sure there are some holidays in there - 
ones you save up for a year or more for that leave you stuck 
in some airport for days because the airlines are not in the 
business of customer service, they're just there to treat you 
like the cattle you are while making money for their 
shareholders. Sure, there are some bright moments like 
when you land an awesome job, or have your first kid, or 
your bestie throws you a surprise party for your 30th 
birthday - but they are few and far between. When you 
reflect on your life ride, because you have nothing better to 
do while staring at the ceiling from a urine-soaked bed in 
some applesauce-crusted old folk's home - it's going to be 
marked by images of stress. All the things you had to 
navigate - job layoffs, housing crashes, crappy landlords who 
demanded credit checks, bank statements and paystubs 
before approving you, but then his property went into 
foreclosure and the bank forced you to move again] endless 
bills, recalled cars, the possibility of getting shot or raped 
while being pulled over by a cop for speeding, paying for 
your kids' college or feeling guilty as you told them they'd 
have to take out loans because you couldn't help them, 
advocating for your family's health and education because 
the people whose jobs it is to do those things suck at their 
jobs, trying to save money while the cost of everything went 
up and savings account interest rates were .01%, and that 
time some irresponsible crapfest of a corporation got hacked 
and your identity was stolen and you had to deal with the 
IRS for six months because they allowed someone to file a 
tax return in your name. 

As you lay there, a feeding tube in one end, and a catheter 
& colostomy bag in the other, you wonder. What if Td just 
said NO?! What if I'd refused to play the game? We should 



not be beholden to the paycheck writers - THEY owe US! If 
they refuse to treat us fairly we'll nnake them! We're 
Americans! We're the distillate of the bravest, strongest, 
luckiest Native Americans, Europeans, Africans, Asians, and 
Middle-Easterners who have trekked here over the millennia 
and survived famine, plague, cruelty, bigotry, and war. What 
if you and an army of like-minded people had stopped dead 
in their tracks and refused to tote one more barge or lift one 
more bale until the usurpations and despotism of our 
governments and corporations were brought to heel? 

What if everything stopped? Would we finally be able to 
change things? 

Nah, you think to yourself...."Ain't never gonna happen," you 
mumble incoherently to no one over the sound of someone 
flat-lining in the bed next to you. They've got people too 
divided over ridiculous things. Gender, race, religion. 
Republican vs. Democrat, gay vs. straight, bicyclists vs. car 
drivers, iOS vs. Android, Batman vs. Spiderman.... We're kept 
so divided we could never come together long enough to fix 
a wobbly table, much less a country... 

But as you feel your heart slow, your lungs drown, and your 
breath relax into its final, shallow rattles all you see is a 
vision you once created in your mind while reading the 
opening of Tennyson's The Two Voices: 

A still small voice spake unto me, 

'Thou art so full of misery. 

Were it not better not to be?' 

Then to the still small voice I said 
'Let me not cast in endless shade 
What is so wonderfully made.' 


To which the voice did urge reply; 



'To-day / saw the dragon-fly 
Come from the wells where he did lie. 

An Inner Impulse rent the veil 
Of his old husk: from head to tall 
Came out clear plates of sapphire mall. 

He dried his wings: like gauze they grew: 
Thro' crofts and pastures wet with dew 
A living flash of light he flew.' 


And as you take your last breath and your heart beats its 
last beat, you think, Maybe . 




Chapter I 


Have you ever sipped a cup of tea, sat back, put your feet 
up and really thought about all the choices, decisions, 
events and quirks of fate that brought you to this exact 
moment in time? 

No, I mean really, seriously, have you thought about all 
the single, seemingly mundane or knee-jerk decisions made 
centuries ago, by people whose DNA you share, that led to 
you be sitting at your breakfast table drinking your tea right 
now, right this moment? 

I know Forrest said, "Life is like a box of chocolates", but 
honestly, it's more like a choose-your-path book - one that's 
been going on for millennia. 

To stay in Scotland after the Battle of Culloden and be 
hunted because of your last name or flee to Ireland via the 
Isle of Man and then to America? Keep struggling to survive 
in 18th Century Germany while Kings demand higher taxes 
and the land lays frozen or go to America as indentured 
servants under the English crown? Stay in Alsace after the 
Franco-Prussian war; go AWOL from the French Foreign 
Legion in Algeria, or sail to New York? Continue to starve in 
Ireland during the Potato Famine because you face 
alienation from your Catholic family and neighbors if you 
take Protestant soup, or embark for Canada in hopes of 
making it to America? 

What if Grandpa Ed had been killed serving his stint in 
the 17 th Bomb Group during WWII, and like some of his 
brothers-in-arms, never made it back to marry Betty Anne - 
baddabing, no Mom. What if Mom had kicked Dad to the 
curb after he ran off to Hawaii and shacked up with the 
blonde bimbo on Waikiki Beach? Hey presto! No me! What if 
I'd stayed home that night in September 1994 and not 
allowed Brenda to drag me to Moose's? I'd have never met 
Jesse and our gorgeous; brilliant (seriously - I'm not biased 



or anything) Alexia (Lexie to her friends and family) would 
never have been born! Decisions, no matter how seemingly 
small and insignificant can change the path yourWie takes 
and create whole new paths for your descendants. 

The spur of the moment decision to rescue my 
grandmother's photos and cigar boxes of treasure from 
destruction, an estate sale, or a life of slow rot in some 
storage unit somewhere, has led me to be sitting here, right 
now, in this pub, writing this story. 


May 22^^^, 2001 
San Diego, California 

“Laura, you should come to the hospital, and bring Alexia. 
She doesn't have much longer and you'll want to say good¬ 
bye while she's aware of those around her," my mother 
explained over the phone. 

“All right, we'll be there soon.'', I said, unsure how wise 
bringing my daughter Alexia, better known as Lexie, really 
was. How do you explain to a five-year-old she's going to 
the hospital to see her great-grandmother for the last time? 
Will this give her nightmares? All those tubes and machines 
and smells. I could leave her home with Jesse, but maybe 
she'll truly feel better saying good-bye and maybe it'll mean 
a lot to Grandma to see her only great-grandchild one last 
time...Oh hell! 

“Jesse, that was Mom, she says they're going to take 
Grandma off the vent and we should come down ASAP to 
say good-bye because she won't last long once they remove 
the breathing tubes", I hollered from the kitchen, down the 
hall towards our bedroom. 

“What about Lexie?", Jesse called back down the hall. 

“Mom says bring her and I'm on the fence" I said as I 
walked down the hall towards the bedroom, “I think we 



should just go for it and let them have that moment,” I 
continued as I entered the room. 

"Sounds good. Let's just go, if it seems to be freaking 
Lexie out I can just take her outside.” 


June 17^^, 2001 
San Diego, California 

"Laura, it's Mom. Jenny and I need you to arrive at the 
church a little early today to pass out programs for the 
service if you can. There's going to be a reception back at 
Grandma's house directly after the memorial and tomorrow 
the family is meeting at her house to discuss what we want 
to keep and what is going into the estate sale.” 

"End of messages”, announced my answering machine. 

June 18^^, 2001 

Rancho Bernardo, California 

I looked at Lexie as we stood at Grandma's front door for 
what would probably be the last time. Grandpa Ed, Betty 
Ann's husband, had passed away in 1986, so Mom and 
Jenny, their only children, were the sole inheritors of the 
estate and had decided to sell the house and most of its 
contents. 

My little Lexie stood there in her tiny yellow skort and 
yellow top, wearing her tiny blue backpack embroidered 
with Someone at USD Loves Me, a gift from Jesse's friend 
Brad, and I thought how sad it was that she had lost so 
much family and, like me, would never have a sense of 
where she came from, never feel tied to anything. My dad 
was already gone and with the passing of Betty Ann, both 
sets of my grandparents were now gone. Jesse's father & 
three of his grandparents were gone as well. I sighed as I 
rang the bell, it was going to be a depressing day! 



Mom opened the door, “We're in Grandma's bedroom; 
meet us in there when you get Lexie settled." 

“Hey Lexie, you wanna take your backpack and play in 
the family room?" I asked as we walked through the small 
entryway towards the kitchen and family room. “I can put 
Loonette on for you." 

Lexie's grinning face said that's exactly what she wanted 
to do and thirty minutes with Loonette and Molly on their 
Big Comfy Couch would buy me enough time to do what I 
came here to do. 

“Mom?" I said as I poked my head into Grandma's 
bedroom. Mom and her sister Jenny, whom we all call AJ, as 
in Aunt Jenny, were sitting on the foot of the bed, with all of 
Grandma's various jewelry boxes open, talking to their 
cousins - Grandma's brother's children. 

Mom and AJ were telling the girls to pick any piece they 
wanted to take and discussing giving Grandpa's watch to 
my brother, Brent. They all looked over offering little smiles 
as I entered the room, the forced ones people feel they need 
to give, but don't really put any effort into. I guess being 
just the granddaughter didn't qualify me to participate in 
the jewelry distribution. Oh well, that's not what I canne 
here for anyway. 

“Mom, have you guys found Grandpa's WWII medals? 
Grandma promised them to me a long time ago and I wanted 
to make sure they didn't get sold at the estate sale." 

“I haven't seen any medals, but there are a couple of 
boxes in the that TV armoire over there, why don't you take 
a look." 

I left them to their division of the family jewels and sat on 
the floor in front of an armoire that could only be described 
as “quaint". Distressed whitewash and faded watercolor 
flowers, very grandma-ish if you know what I mean. I 
opened the bottom drawer and caught the smell of the 
Crabtree & Evelyn drawer liners Grandma always used - 
roses and something tangy, bergamot maybe? 



I was grumbling in the back of my mind wondering why I 
hadn't been included in distribution of Grandma and 
Grandpa's bits and bobbles. I was, after all, their only 
granddaughter and Lexie was their only great-grandchild. 
Why were the cousins more important than us? Well, I told 
myself, no one Is going to want the peach-pit ring Grandpa 
had made Grandma. It'll still be In the box when the 
vultures have cleared. 

That ring held the most sentimental value of any bit of 
jewelry I'd ever owned, except for my own wedding ring. I'd 
been there, in Florida, when Grandpa had made it. He'd 
dried out a shelf full of peach pits for weeks in the workshop 
area of his garage. I can still picture it now...wooden 
worktop up against the wall, a vice mounted on the front 
edge of the right side, a chest of tiny drawers filled with 
every size nut, bolt, screw, washer and hook you could 
imagine sitting on the surface in the back, preserve jars 
filled with different types of nails sitting on shelves above a 
peg board that held a regular hammer, a ball-peen hammer, 
a rubber mallet, hack saws and hand saws; and off to the 
side a gunmetal colored tool box filled with wrenches - 
socket wrenches, crescent wrenches, double-ended 
wrenches; and pliers - needle-nose, blunt-nose, some with 
the ability to strip a wire; and drill bits of all sizes. 

Grandpa had supported his family as a tool salesman 
after returning from WWII in 1946 and had a collection of 
some of the coolest gadgets I'd ever seen in my eight short 
years alive. I loved the sound of a socket wrench as it 
clicked and clacked and was endlessly fascinated by the 
ability to remove the rubber sheath that covered the bright 
copper strands of electrical wire - I think I spent an entire 
afternoon once, pinching and pulling red rubber tubing off 
of shiny copper wire... 

When those peach pits were dry, he sawed off the sides 
and filed and sanded a finger hole created from the natural 
void in the center of the pit. Most shattered and broke into 



bits at one stage or another, but one pit survived the slicing 
and filing and sanding. 

He'd carefully measured the size of the hole so it would fit 
Grandma's middle finger, varnished it to shiny perfection 
and with a practiced hand set the sweetest little ruby in the 
center. The ruby is both my birthstone and Grandma's. That 
ring just has to be Alexia's and mine! I thought to myself in 
a slight panic. Shake it off Laura, I told myself, they're all 
after the bigger stuff’. 

Seriously, I thought to myself, it's not as if we're the 
frigging Windsors, what could be so bloody interesting over 
there? Has Grandma been sitting on the crown jewels all this 
time? 

I shook my head and looked into the drawer that was 
sitting open in front of me and saw an old cigar box and a 
small old lock box. I lifted the lid on the cigar box and saw 
some old, I mean really old, newspaper clippings; what 
appeared to be wedding invitations, and some black and 
white photos which, judging from the cars and outfits 
pictured, had to be from the 1950's. 

Definitely want that box, I said to myself. 

The lock box was next; a small grey metal box with a tiny 
key tied to the handle on top by a pink velvet ribbon. I 
untied the ribbon to be able to use the key in the lock, lifted 
the lid and started opening the bits of papers neatly layered 
inside. A death certificate for my great-grandpa naming his 
parents! A naturalization document for a woman I'd never 
heard of from 1854! Lovely little photos! A tiny envelope, 
like the kind from the florist, contained a wee little pin from 
my great-grandma Rose's nursing school - the Syracuse 
Homeopathic Hospital School of Nursing, and a thin gold 
band too tiny to even fit on my pinky. Rose's death 
certificate was there too, naming her parents. There was also 
a small, almost child sized, metal, three-tine fork set into a 
bone handle wrapped together with a tarnished silver spoon 
in an impossibly old bit of wool cloth tied with a, surprising 
nubile for its age, leather strip; a brown woolen drawstring 



purse, and a leather pouch holding an assortment of colored 
stones, one looking a bit like an amethyst. These little 
trinkets didn't really register in my now document and photo 
fixated mind. I had never felt so close to my family. Having 
barely known any of them, this was the first time I'd seen or 
touched parts of their history and been able to envision 
them as young ladies and gentlemen. 

I placed the whole melange back into the lock box and 
continued my treasure hunt. 

As I pulled out and set aside the cigar box and lock box, I 
realized there were more items in the back of the drawer. I 
exhumed two huge envelopes of photos, an antique framed 
photograph with the name Patrick Norton written on the 
paper backing, and two handfuls of ancient looking books, 
three of which seemed to be bibles. I set my precious 
discoveries on the floor next to my little treasure boxes and 
spied four additional items in the back of the drawer. 

One by one I pulled them out. The first was a small tin 
box, narrow and shallow, dented and oxidizing, containing 
Grandpa's dog tags, two golden Oak Leafs and various 
campaign ribbons. 

Yes! I found Grandpa's medals, I thought to myself. 

The next item was a rather large, tooled leather wallet. I 
couldn't resist opening it and found a stack of cards 
authorizing Grandpa Ed to visit various locations for military 
meetings in the mid-1940s and a string of currency bills 
taped together to form a string of money at least six feet 
long, all from different countries and all signed by, I assume, 
men with whom he'd served. I'd later find out this string of 
bills is called a “short snorter". Lore has it, the man with the 
shortest snorter had to buy the first round of drinks. I'm 
thinking Grandpa didn't buy too many rounds. 

A harmonica lay in its original box wrapped in a piece of 
paper that looked to be instructions and music. I vaguely 
remembered him playing it at their home in Ft. Myers when 
Brent and I would visit them and wondered if he'd learned 
how during the war. 



Guess I'll never know now, I sighed as I set it next to the 
cigar box. 

The last item was a thin, embossed leather photo album 
containing photos of Grandpa Ed obviously taken during 
WWII in North Africa, and a booklet with the sketch of a B-26 
on the front labeled “The Coughin' Coffin". 

The first photo in the album was of Grandpa and some 
pals sitting in their Army Air Corps uniforms, on camelback, 
in front of the Pyramids of Giza. The rest of this album, the 
booklet, the books and manila envelopes stuffed with photos 
would have to be explored later. 

I knew my time was running out as I heard the closing 
song from Loonette and Molly coming from the family room 
and quickly piled up my prizes next to the armoire to clear 
with Mom and AJ that it was okay for me to take everything 
I'd found. 

By now, the older generation had moved on from the 
jewelry discussion to the few pieces of antique furniture in 
the house. AJ wanted the cabinet in the front entry and 
Mom didn't want any of it. 

“Mom, I'm done here", I said as I walked into the guest 
bedroom where they were discussing the future of the twin 
beds and dressers residing there. 

“Did you find what you wanted?" she asked. 

“Yeah, it was all there, including some old photos, birth 
certificates, and death certificates; can I take them all with 
me or do you want to go through it?" 

“You can take it. Our plan is to have the estate sale this 
coming weekend here at the house, so it's best to get 
everything out we want to keep in the family." 

“Did you and AJ find Grandma's peach-pit ring while you 
went through the Jewelry boxes? If no one else wants it. I'd 
really like to have it for Lexie." 

“Yes, it was there. The boxes are on the bed, why don't 
you go through it and see if there is anything else you'd like 
to take with you today; the rest I'm going to take home and 
put in my safety deposit box." 



Lexie walked in just then and said, “Mom, my show's over, 
can I have a snack?" 

“Sure honey, you have some animal crackers and a juice 
box in your backpack. Go get your backpack and meet me 
in Grandma's bedroom. We're going to look for a special 
ring." 

I sat on Grandma's bed looking at the boxes. A shoebox¬ 
sized, black leather, proper jewelry box, fitted with red 
velvet lined trays and embossed on the top with Grandma's 
initials “BAB" in gold letters sat to one side - its gemstone 
cocktail rings and old hatpins recounting stories to each 
other of their respective decades. Various velvet and 
cardboard jewelers' boxes contained pearl necklaces and 
coral earrings. A small metal music box engraved with Af 
and held closed by a rubber band - a gift from my mother 
who had been a member of Delta Gamma sorority in college, 
contained two gold charm bracelets chockfull of delicate 
miniature symbols of Grandma's escapades - a typewriter, a 
saddle, a baby shoe, an Eiffel Tower, a jack-in-the-box, a 
ship's wheel, and more... 

In a small silk bag, inside the leather box, I found the 
peach-pit ring and a thin gold band that was so big it could 
have only been a man's wedding ring. I set the little bag 
aside to take home with me and continued my inspection. 

Nestled in the top tray of the leather box were six rings. 
Five were 1950s style cocktail rings; gold bands set with 
huge pink coral domes, blue lapis rectangles, and some 
other faceted shapes shimmering in various colors of what I 
figured to be topaz, aquamarine, and amethyst. 

The sixth ring had a band of yellow gold holding three 
stones set separately, but in a row, in a silver colored metal. 
The center stone was set higher than the other two - almost 
like an Olympic podium. I had no idea what type of stones 
they were because the whole ring was caked and crusted 
with a dried tan-colored goop, for lack of a better term. 
Something about this ring demanded my attention...Maybe 



it was because the cousins, due to its slovenly appearance, 
had ignored it? I've always been a sucker for an underdog. 

I plucked it from its velvet seat and it fit my ring finger 
perfectly, sliding over my big old knuckles and in its 
chunkiness, making my fingers look almost slender. I had to 
take this ring home and clean it up, even if it was probably 
just a piece of costume paste. 

The rest of the pieces would be safe in mom's safety 
deposit box and hopefully Lexie would inherit some of them 
someday. I made a mental note to ask Mom to put in her will 
that Lexie would get a least one of Grandma's charm 
bracelets. Hopefully my brother would have kids one day 
and they'd get the other charm bracelet. Maybe in fifty 
years, Lexie would pull out one the bracelets and tell her 
kids about how Grandma was a secretary during WWII and 
that's why she had the typewriter charm, or how she loved 
to ride - hence the saddle charm. People don't ever truly die 
if we keep their memory alive. 

“Mom. Lexie and I are going to head home", I called down 
the hall towards the guestroom. 

“Wait, Laura, come in here for a minute." 

I walked into the guestroom, Lexie trailing behind me, to 
see what was up. 

“Laura, do you and Jesse want any of this bedroom set? 
We know you guys are looking for a house and will need 
furniture. This stuff isn't worth much but it's really well 
made and will last you a long time, or until you decide to 
buy new stuff." 

“Sure, we'll take it and put it in storage until we find a 
house. Do you guys have plans for the dining table and 
buffet? We could use that too." 

“Just make a list of what you want and we'll mark it for 
the estate sale people so they don't sell it. You can come 
get it any time after next weekend." 

“Okay, works for me. 

“I found the peach-pit ring", I said. “Unless you have a 
problem, I'm going to take it now along one of the rings from 



the part where Grandma kept her cocktail rings. It's the 
dirty one, all caked with brown crust. I want to clean it up, 
even if it is a fake." 

"That's fine". Mom said. "Those cocktail rings aren't 
worth much, but I'm going to take the lot and put them in 
my safety deposit box today just to clear out everything 
before the sale." 




September 11^^, 2001 
San Diego, California 
7:18 am 

"Jesse! Come here! Come look at this!" 

I'd just woken up and clicked on the TV to check the 
morning weather while I brushed my teeth so I could help 
Lexie pick out clothes for school. NBC was airing footage of 
a fire in the World Trade Center buildings. Jesse came in the 
room as the news showed how one tower had already 
collapsed. Minutes later we gasped as the North Tower 
collapsed. We stood there horrified by what we'd seen and 
the absolute powerlessness we felt. It barely registered as 
The Today Show folks were explaining over and over what 
they knew. Two planes had been flown into the buildings! 
Surely two planes couldn't be an accident. Soon they were 
talking about a plane flown into the Pentagon and another 
that had crashed in Pennsylvania. It was all such a jumble of 
information that just wouldn't make sense. How could this 
happen? All those people! Their families! Why? 

We stumbled around the house getting ready for the day. 

We pushed through the fear. Jesse went to work, Lexie 
went to school, and I bought carpet at the housing supply 
store. We'd driven off from the house that day in a daze. 
Everyone at Alexia's school was shell-shocked; some were 
crying, some were seething, and some were organizing 
fundraisers. Old Glory appeared everywhere - she was 



planted in lawns, hung from flagpoles, across garages and 
draped over rooftops. 

By afternoon the anger began to build. Over the 
following days, hundreds of emergency responders risked 
their lives to save civilians, politicians were either in hiding 
or trying to score political points on TV and radio shows, and 
we learned that a handful of losers had been so pathetic as 
to allow themselves to be brainwashed into dying and 
murdering for corrupt religious leaders. We didn't know it 
then, but the anger and distrust planted that day would be 
the terrorists' everlasting legacy. We'd eventually give up 
our privacy, our freedom, our honor, and thousands of 
soldiers lives to fight a manufactured war on terror that was 
nothing but a front for profiteering. The bad guys would end 
up winning because we let them turn us into the worst, most 
bigoted versions of ourselves while politicians and corporate 
executives played on our fears to rob us blind of our rights 
and taxes. 

But all I could think that specific day in September, 2001, 
as I drove around running errands was. What would Ed and 
Betty Anne have said about this! A second Pearl Harbor, 
this time affecting their home state of New York. I suspected 
none of what they would have said would have been 
suitable for ears of any age! The Greatest Generation didn't 
take kindly to attacks on America in 1941 - had Grandpa Ed 
and Great Uncle Bob been alive on September | 

suspected the nearest aviation museum would be short a B- 
17 bomber and the nearest armory down a substantial 
number of weapons! 


January 2002 

San Diego, California 


“Oh good, you're in the shower, a captive audience." I 
said as I walked into the bathroom. “Can we have a little 



chat about me quitting my job?”, I asked, never one to 
sugarcoat things. 

"Suuuuure?”, Jesse said tentatively. The look on his face 
told me what I already knew; this was out of the blue and 
could be painful financially. I'd been working as a 
bookkeeper and administrative assistant for years and had 
been lucky to find part time work that allowed me to work 
around Lexie's school schedule. Lately though, my hours 
had been cut and it just seemed like nothing I was bringing 
home was helping us financially. 

"I've run the numbers and with my cut in hours due to 
this post September economy, the amount we pay in 
taxes on my income and the fact we have to pay for the ESS 
after school program during holidays and summer, my 
wages are breaking even. I'm basically working to pay taxes 
and for ESS.” 

"Yeah, I've been thinking about that too.” Jesse said. "You 
may as well give notice and try to quit before Spring Break 
so we don't have to pay for ESS that week. Maybe my mom 
will have some extra books you can pick up here and there, 
but we're fine now that I've gotten my raise and now that 
we've got the mortgage interest as a write off. We won't be 
taking any European vacations in the near future but we 
should squeak by. What will you do with all your free time 
until school ends?” 

Now there's a question! I said to myself. / haven't had 
free time since 1992! 

"You know”, I said out loud, "I've wanted to dig into those 
boxes of Grandma's I got back in May. There are so many 
photos in there of folks I've never met and I'd love to see if 
some of Grandpa's Bomb Group buddies are still alive. I'm 
sure that'll keep me busy for ages.” 


November 2002 
San Diego, California 



Christ on a cracker! What have I gotten myself into? I 
thought as I looked at the dining table covered in piles of 
photos, documents and books. “There has gotto be a way of 
organizing this," I said to Pixie, our newly adopted dog. 
Pixie just looked up at me wagging her tail, happy to be 
included in the discussion. 

I'd been picking away at Grandma's boxes for almost a 
year now. A little here, a little there, organizing photos by 
year and family groupings where I could, but mostly adding 
photos to the who-the-heck-are-you pile. 

The envelopes stuffed with photos I'd rescued from 
Grandma's armoire back in 2001 were from Grandma's 
Houlard & Norton families and Grandpa's Burkardt folks. For 
some absolutely infuriating reason no one on either side of 
my tree ever took the bloody time to write names or dates or 
locations on the backs of a majority of the photos! I 

So far. I'd been able to sort them into piles based on 
facial recognition, time period (thanks to clothing styles and 
automobile models) and location (luckily our clan didn't 
move much prior to the 1950's- the walk-up in Brooklyn; the 
lake house in Perry, NY; the grocery in Syracuse, NY, were all 
easily recognizable thanks to a couple photos that did get 
notated on the back). 

The piles of documents, most of which referenced people 
of whom I'd never heard, consisted of birth certificates, 
death certificates, wedding announcements and invitations, 
a will, a record of patent for window blinds and a declaration 
of naturalization. 

Two short stacks of books sat hunched and brooding on 
the table. Brown and crumbling, they actually seemed 
annoyed at seeing the light of day. One stack was of poetry 
and literature while the other stack consisted of bibles. 
Obviously, these books meant something to someone at 
some time, but their significance was lost on me. The 
dedications contained names I'd never heard before and the 
pages held prayer cards for people long gone and never 
spoken of at family gatherings. 



What I really needed was an entire wall where I could just 
sketch out the whole family tree! So much information and I 
needed to see how it all fit together but I couldn't visualize 
it in its current state of pile-tasticness. 

“Ummmm, Wife, will we be getting back our dining table 
soon?" my darling husband asked one Saturday evening. 

"Why? Don't you like eating on the couch, balancing your 
plate on your knees while Pixie jumps on your leg begging 
and Marla chews on you demanding her blood lust be 
satisfied?" I replied, sweet as sugar-coated sarcasm could 
allow. 

My first inclination had been to just say, "Bite me!", but 
on balance, he wasn't wrong. Marla, our satanic rabbit, who 
after biting through one too many live power cords had 
developed a taste for blood - specifically from Jesse's ankles, 
needed to stop associating us sitting on the couch with 
snack time, and we really did need our table back if for no 
other reason than to protect our couch from a daily crumb 
shower. 

"Well, if I was looking for a future in the circus it might be 
awesome training, but no, not really", was the response I 
got. 

"What the heck am I supposed to do? I can put it all 
away and start from scratch someday. I'd just hate to lose all 
the work I've done organizing everything into this mess (Yes, 
I know organized mess sounds like an oxymoron, but you'd 
have to have seen it to understand). I keep hoping I'll wake 
up one morning to find the documents and photos have 
magically designed themselves into the shape of a family 
tree showing me all the connections because right now I'm 
totally confused. I don't know if the Myers are related to 
Betty Ann or Ed, I don't know which Frederick Burkardt was 
Ed's grandpa and which was his uncle and I haven't the 
foggiest how many Norton children there actually were 
because none of them were baptized with the names on 
Rose's letter (Rose Norton, my great-grandma, had written a 
brief note outlining her family tree to someone in the family 



years before and Betty Anne had kept a copy of it in the 
cigar box).” 

”Ahhh, my little technologically challenged spouse, you 
need to come with me. Gather up the child, we're going to 
my happy place.” 

"The book store? I don't need any more damn books.” 

"No, the computer store. They've got to have software for 
this, someplace you can enter the names, track the 
connections, generate reports, and probably even upload 
photos.” 

"Lexie! Wanna go to the computer store?” I called down 
the hall while simultaneously grabbing my purse. I was sold 
on the idea as soon as Jesse said, "Track the connections!” 

Lexie sprinted down the hall in response to my dumb 
question. Of course she wanted to go - my darling daughter 
had inherited her father's affinity for all button brandishing 
things. The computer store was their Disneyland. 

Three hours later we came home with full tummies from 
lunch and a software package designed to organize family 
trees. Jesse set about loading my new software on the 
family PC while I cleared the table of my organized chaos, 
moving each pile to the guestroom and placing it on the 
twin bed in roughly the same position it had been on the 
dining table. 

Dinner that night was eaten in peace at the table like 
proper civilized folk and that Monday, after dropping Lexie 
at school, I began putting the pieces of the family puzzle 
together. 

The family tree organizer had come with a free trial 
subscription to a genealogy database from which I was able 
to pull census information, view city directories from the late 
1800 's, investigate ships' passenger manifests, and even 
link with ridiculously distant cousins researching some of 
the same families. 



It was incredible; I felt as if I knew how Howard Carter felt 
when he discovered Tut's tomb. To find that history, to know 
the names of my great-great-great-grandparents, where 
they'd lived in America and the actual date they'd arrived 
here was like finding my own treasure tomb in The Valley of 
the Kings. 

I dug into the internet - scouring it for family histories, 
court documents, cemetery records, and old maps. I 
discovered where I'd come from, how deep my roots ran in 
America, and how wide they spread into Europe. I finally 
had people. Some of them were nuts, some brave, some 
nasty, and some fearless - and without every single one of 
them, I wouldn't be here. I filled a hole in my psyche I never 
knew I had. I'd lived over thirty years not knowing what I 
did not know. I had no idea how much it would affect me to 
learn my history - the confidence it imparted, the sense of 
belonging to America, and a haunting desire to explore the 
countries my ancestors had fled. 



Chapter II 


New Year's Day, 2014 
Eden Prairie, Minnesota 

Snowed in, we had nothing better to do than start 
packing to go back to California. Jesse had gotten a job offer 
he couldn't refuse. It would allow us to save more money 
and hopefully retire a bit earlier than seventy-five. He was 
due to start work at the beginning of February, so we were 
slowly chipping away at packing up our lives. Again. 

“What are those?" Jesse asked seeing my box of trinkets 
out on the breakfast table. 

“These are all the odds and ends from Grandma's boxes. 
Now that I've got the family tree pretty much fleshed out I 
thought I'd hunker down with ye ol' internet and see what 
kind of bits and bobs we've got here in this little treasure 
box before I pack it up again. Look at this fork - it's got to 
be at least a hundred years old but I have no idea where it 
came from or to whom it belonged. It's just so bizarre. And 
look at these stones, what are they some prehistoric version 
of marbles? I know this one is Amethyst and these are 
probably Lapis Lazuli, Malachite, Obsidian and Carnelian", I 
said pointing to each in turn. 

“I can't imagine playing marbles with that sharp black 
one", said Jesse as he pointed his finger towards the 
Obsidian. 

“Yeah, it does look a bit ominous, doesn't it?" 

“Okay, well, let me know when you're done and we'll grab 
some dinner." 

“Ahh, yeah, I thought I'd cook us up something. Lexie 
called and she's got plans and I have nooooo desire to go 
out and get served by a hung-over waitress." 

“Good point. Okay, well, let me know if I can help", said 
Jesse as he walked out of the kitchen knowing I was going to 
be absorbed in my research project for a while. 



Unfortunately, or fortunately depending on how you look 
at it, I never did get a line on any of the treasures in my box, 
mostly because I got slightly distracted. 

My cell phone startled me out of my rabbit hole. It was 
Jesse's assigned ringtone. 

“Yeah?" I barked wondering why he was calling me just 
minutes after leaving the room. 

“Ummm, you ever going to get hungry?" 

“What? What are you talking about?" 

“Well if you'd look up from that computer screen you'd 
see it's gone dark outside." 

“What the...Oh Hell! I've been on this damn thing for a 
straight two hours?" 

“Yeah, I've taken the dogs out for a walk and shoveled the 
balconies without seeing any sign of you having moved in 
hours." 

“Where are you?" 

“Upstairs." 

“Seriously? You couldn't just come down here and talk to 
me?" 

“What and get my face ripped off for interrupting you in 
person?" 

“Wussy! What do we have in the kitchen for dinner? Can 
you see if we have some pasta and sauce and if so, start a 
pot of water boiling?" 

“What are you looking at?" asked Jesse from right behind 
me. 

“Holy carp! You scared the coal outta me." 

“Sorry." 

“Sure you are." 

Jesse bent over my shoulder to look into my computer 
screen. I could see him trying to make heads or tails of all 
the photos and spreadsheets and web pages open on my 
desktop. 



“Okay Nosey Nelly, you caught me, I got a little distracted 
from my original project by this website that lists business 
for sale in Europe." 

"Anything good?" he asked knowing perusing the 
properties for sale in Europe was one of my happy places. 

"Well, there's this one place...I keep going back to it, 
there's just something about it." 

"Where is it?" 

"It's in Oban, in Argyll. It's exactly what we've always 
talked about; a pub with living quarters upstairs, and the 
kicker is it's a freestanding building. No shared walls." 

"How much?" 

"Oh, just a wee £300,000. If I sell a kidney we could 
afford a down payment." 

"We could afford that! You'd have to move there and run 
it while I work here, but in a year, if it's as successful as we 
think it will be, I could retire and join you." 

"Yeah, right!" 

"No, seriously. We've got the money from selling the 
Temecula house; use that as a down payment, and with me 
working here full time you'd be able to pay the mortgage on 
the business and get it up and running. Even after setting 
aside money for the last three semesters of Lexie's college 
tuition we'd still be fine. The only expenses we have right 
now are rent, food, utilities and insurance; my salary can 
easily cover two small households. We might even be able 
to use money from the IRA or 401(k) as a down payment, 
you should..." 

"Seriously?!", I interrupted, "You'd be fine if I just packed 
up and moved 6,000 miles away to run a pub in Scotland? 
Gimme a break! Remember when we had to straddle the 
Rockies after you got laid off and moved to Minnesota while 
Lexie and I stayed in California so she could finish her 
semester? That sucked! Everyone was miserable and that 
was only two thousand miles!" 

"Yeah but this is completely different. Lexie is totally self- 
sufficient now, she didn't even have a driver's license when 



she started college because she was only fifteen, but now 
she doesn't need us. I can focus on work here and you could 
just go, focus on the business, and I'd be here taking care of 
the everyday stuff until the pub could support us." 

"You make it sound so simple but you know it never turns 
out that way. Must I remind you of the linoleum incident of 
1999?" 

I was referring to our first do-it-yourself adventure in 
home repair - replacing the lifting linoleum in a bathroom in 
our first condo. I could see from the look on his face he had 
the same mental image I did - him, standing in the tub, one 
foot in the tub and one on the edge; me, one foot on the 
toilet, the other on the edge of the sink, holding a sheet of 
linoleum above our heads, trying to lower it onto the floor 
while not slipping and falling into the sea of glue below us; 
all the while yelling at each other about how ridiculous this 
was and how we were never going to repair anything again, 
ever! Now he was essentially asking me to reenact the 
whole toilet to sink balancing act without anyone in the tub 
next to me! 

"Oh, and what about the dogs?" I asked knowing that'd 
be a deal breaker. He'd never be able to take care of the 
dogs on his own because of his work schedule and there was 
no way I was going to schlep them 6000 miles, in the belly 
of a plane, at their ages (or at any age for that matter). 

"We'll buy them seats. We'll buy you an entire row of 
seats and break the trip into two legs; one from here to New 
York and then New York to Glasgow, or wherever is 
convenient." 

I really hated it when he was all logical and reasonable. It 
made my concerns seem frivolous and stupid! 

"Fine", I snapped, thinking I was calling his bluff. "You've 
got it all figured out, so let's do it! I want that one", I said 
and pointed at the one in the lower center of the webpage 
that was topmost on my screen. 

It was a freestanding building that faced the street at an 
angle creating a bit of a car park in front. Built of red brick 



with a slate roof, its countenance was quite dignified. 

Three windows, equally spaced and trimmed in dusky 
grey, peered down from the top floor. The front door which 
was set two steps above the ground, was painted in black 
lacquer and flanked by bay windows trimmed in the same 
grey as the windows above. Two coach lanterns hung from 
hooks on either side of the front door, while potted flowers 
hanging on black chains broke up the wall space on both 
sides of both bay windows. Wooden posts connected by 
chains separated the car park from little gardens on either 
side of the stairs leading to the front door. The small garden 
on the right side of the steps masked the delivery port to the 
cellars below. 

Around the back of the building was another garden, 
larger and seeded with picnic tables. I could just imagine 
hanging fairy lights from the trees which rimmed the back 
garden and hung over the top, as if eavesdropping, creating 
a canopy over the magical little enclosure. It was the 
perfect spot for what we'd always dreamed of. 

Two weeks later Jesse gave me a wedding anniversary 
present - we were going to Scotland to see the pub. 

The fact that we bought the pub while we were there 
came as a shock to everyone we knew. It wasn't like us to do 
something so rash, so impulsive. We'd always been so 
conservative and logical that when we told people that we'd 
bought a pub and that I was moving to Scotland in a few 
weeks, they thought we were either joking or one of us was 
dying! 

The leaving portion of the plan was nearly as simple as 
Jesse had professed it would be...packing suitcases, mailing 
boxes of things to the pub that we didn't want to haul on the 
plane, getting the dogs papers to fly and gain admittance to 
the UK without having to be quarantined...lots of busy work, 
but not too bad. 



The setting up of the pub all on my own, with two dogs 
and a lifetime of American experience...now that was a 
sitcom all in itself. 

Small things, like dual taps in the bathroom sinks, made 
for washing my face with warm water annoyingly hilarious. 
How do you mix scalding hot water and ice water, coming 
out of two taps, into a warm face bath? Ultimately, I just 
started filling a small bowl placed beneath both faucets; but 
the machinations leading up to that revelation involved 
filling my cupped hands with cold water, then trying to 
warm the water in my hands from the hot tap and splashing 
the mix on my face before all the water ran through my 
fingers. Some might say just fill the sink with warm water 
but ewwwww...you spit in that sink! 

Re-learning how to build a fire in a fireplace with actual 
kindling, wood, and matches was hairpullingly frustrating 
after years of American gas fireplaces that ignite at the push 
of a button. 

Learning which beers and liquors to stock was helped 
along by the locals who stopped by to make sure I wasn't 
going to change things too much. Figuring out how to tap a 
keg and deciding whether or not to ice the Heineken was a 
whole other ball of wax. 

My list of things to do seemed endless: painting, 
cleaning, stocking, setting up internet (Oh you should have 
heard those phone calls home to Jesse. “Do you have any 
flipping idea how many God forsaken wires are in this 
blasted rat's nest knot of disaster and you want me to find 
the DSL line which may or may not exist???? You must be 
joking! Get your arse on a plane and fix this!" I screamed 
via cell phone, over the Atlantic and the entire North 
American continent, at two o'clock one morning.). 

Luckily, after a few weeks. Cowboy and Pixie settled into 
a routine of patrolling the back patio, juxtaposed against 
lounging on the bed I'd placed in front of the fireplace; 
lifting their heads to occasionally inspect and bark at 
someone coming in the front door to deliver something. 



I found local suppliers for most of my food and beverage 
needs; and the few things I just had to have for my recipes, 
yet couldn't find locally, I ordered from the States. 

Since we'd bought the pub fully furnished I didn't have to 
spend lots of time shopping for tables, chairs, beds and the 
like. 

A good, thorough cleaning was all the place really 
needed. The tables and chairs were all well-made, 
handcrafted solid wood pieces - well-worn with lots of 
character. The floors were wood as well - classic, dark, 
rough-hewn planks bearing the patina of decades of spilled 
stout and sturdy boots. The walls were nicely plastered but 
a bit dingy; a couple coats of a warm buttery yellow trimmed 
with a sagey blue-grey/green on the chair rails and 
baseboards instantly made the place feel like a cozy living 
room. 

In addition to offering free wireless, I installed three 
internet connected computers along a table on the far-right 
wall with some mix-n-match padded dining room chairs I'd 
found at the local thrift shop, the idea being to offer a bit of 
an internet cafe during the hours outside of traditional meal 
times. 

The Family Tree was officially ready for business upon the 
completion of a mural of my own family tree painted on the 
wall behind the bar. To the left of the mirror backed liquor 
shelves and cash register was a 3' wide x 4' high bit of 
plaster just begging for adornment, so I found a local artist 
to paint a tree; one with a large, strong trunk, and sturdy 
branches, from which leaves hung inscribed with the names, 
birthdates and death dates of all my direct ancestors. 

The idea was simple. Combine my love of my own 
cooking with good drink and the ability to do genealogy 
research in an area known equally for its strong family 
affiliations (and disassociations for that matter) as well as its 
rugged documentary terrain. 

Finding genealogy trails in Scotland requires boots on the 
ground and butts in dusty archives of churches, something 



people from all over the world are discovering as they 
reverse engineer their ancestors' paths of emigration. 

My hope was to offer these genealogical warriors, and the 
locals, a place to relax, unwind, and share stories and 
information; while carving out a retirement for Jesse and 
myself. 

Who would have thought my little pub would become the 
kettle from which revenge would be served? 


March 

The Family Tree 
Oban, Argyll, Scotland 

“Ugh!" I exclaimed out of exhaustion and frustration as I 
gave up and got out of bed to pace the creaking floorboards 
of the bedroom above the pub. 

I was scheduled to open the pub for lunch for the first 
time in less than twelve hours. The goal was a soft opening 
to work out all the bugs before the busy summer season 
began. 

The knowledge that many of the locals were suspicious of 
the crazy American woman's ability to open and run a pub 
without her husband was niggling at the back of my mind. 
Jesse wouldn't be able to fly out until August and I wanted to 
prove to everyone, but mostly to myself that I could do it. 
This was our future I was playing with, dammit! 

I laid in bed mentally going over all 3000 of the lists I'd 
made, making sure I'd crossed off every obscure item I'd 
dreamed up in the middle of the night and now I was tossing 
and turning in bed trying to remember if I'd managed to 
write down everything or if I'd forgotten to make note of 
some things altogether. 

Oh fer fuck's sake! I said silently to myself as I sat down 
on the floor and leaned my back against the side of my bed. 
Pixie and Cowboy looked up at me from their bed under the 
window and decided there was no need to haul themselves 



over to my side - just Mom doing what she always does, 
stressing! 

I thought maybe a few sit-ups would clear my mind and 
tire me out enough to just pass out. I laid down on the small 
rag rug that ran alongside the bed, wedged my feet under 
the nightstand to hold my legs on the floor and, “One, two, 
threeeeeeee, ugh, screw it." 

I laid back down flat on my back; feet still stuck under 
the night stand and turned my head to look at the dust 
bunnies under the bed. 

That box! I'd totally forgotten about the box under my 
bed. It had mistakenly been shipped here during our 
whirlwind postal extravaganza in the early days of my 
relocation and I'd just never had the chance to ship it back 
so Jesse could lock it up in our storage unit in the US with all 
the other family memorabilia we couldn't bear to part with. 
At the time, we'd leased the unit we'd joked that Lexie's 
inheritance someday would be a storage unit key on a gold 
chain - an emblem of all the memories we'd collected and 
our life's savings, respectively. 

I dragged the cardboard box out from under the bed and 
opened it. I pulled the enclosed plastic box out from the 
center of all the Styrofoam peanuts and set it between my 
legs on the rug. 

I knew what was in the box. I hadn't opened it in months, 
but it felt like years had passed since the last time I'd held 
the contents in my hands. 

New Year's Day, the day I found this pub online when I 
should have been researching these odds and ends, had 
been the last time these artifacts had seen the light of day. 
On January 2^^, I had repacked them all in their tissue and 
bubble wrap inside this plastic file box and pushed them 
into a corner of a closet in my bedroom back in the States. 

is this irony? The fact that I'm staring at the very articles 
that had I been researching like I planned, I'd not be sitting 
where I am right now? 



I pulled out my treasures one at a time suddenly grateful 
they were here. I'd been so practical with everything I'd 
brought or had sent over - clothes, bedding, towels and dog 
supplies mostly, but also a few genealogy books that only 
exist in print and therefore can't be found online, personal 
documents, my laptop, and hard drives containing recipes, 
photographs and genealogy records. I really hadn't thought 
to bring over many of those items that make a house a 
home; those things that require dusting and would break 
your heart of they broke. 

I'd locked up all Lexie's handprint impressions and 
projects from grade school along with the concert stubs and 
mixed tapes Jesse and I had collected in our youth, as well 
as items we'd collected as a family during road trips and 
various other adventures, in a temperature controlled, high 
security storage facility in anticipation of Jesse coming to 
Join me in Scotland. 

Right now, I missed all those little dust-magnet bits and 
bobs so much it made me want to cry. 

I looked at each item before me on the rug - a leather 
pouch filled with 5 colored stones, a woolen roll I knew held 
an old two-tined copper fork set in bone, and a silver spoon; 
an antique photograph of Patrick Norton; whom I now knew 
to be my great-great grandfather, framed in a large wooden 
oval; and a drawstring purse with a bizarre riddle 
embroidered inside. 

These four items and the diamond Trinity Ring on my left 
hand were the only tangible relics of my family that had 
made it across the Atlantic - back to region where my 
ancestors had been born. 

I touched each item thinking on how I was touching 
something my ancestors had most certainly also touched. 

I got to the photograph of Patrick last. I sat back against 
the side of the bed, drew my knees up and rested the frame 
against my thighs. I ran my hands along the sides of the 
curved frame wondering if Patrick had made it. I started into 



the eyes of the man in the photograph trying to find some 
family resemblance and failing entirely. 

“I wonder if you would have liked me, Patrick.” I said to 
the photographed image staring back at me from behind the 
glass. 

"Well young lady, I imagine I might if I knew who you 
were,” said a transparent visage that suddenly floated 
behind the glass. 

"Holy shit!” I yelped as my heart exploded from a burst of 
adrenaline. 

The frame slipped down my shins and crashed into my 
toes as I stood and clambered backwards up onto my bed. 

"Miss, I am sure excrement cannot be blessed,” said the 
voice from the photograph now staring at the ceiling from its 
resting place on the rug by my bed. 

"For the love of Casper!” I exclaimed at the voice. "Who, 
or what, the hell are you?” I kneeled on top of my bed 
staring down at the framed photograph on the floor. 

"The name is Patrick Norton. Who is Casper?” 

"Casper is a friendly gh—, oh never mind. You're Patrick 
Norton? How is that possible? Okay, if you're Patrick, what 
was the name of your first wife?” I snarkily asked the 
photograph, my suspicious nature suddenly overruling my 
fear. 

"Well, that would be Mary, Mary Bissell, rest her soul. 
How is it that you know of my wife, first or otherwise?” 

I slowly got off the other side of the bed and walked 
around the foot of it, back towards the photograph, grabbing 
a TV remote off the dresser on my way. What I was going to 
do with the clicker, I had no idea, but it felt good to be 
armed with something. 

"I know because I am your great-great granddaughter" I 
replied while standing over him ready to shatter the glass, 
but not knowing for sure whether it would free his spirit to 
do me harm or destroy it forever. 

"Your daughter Rose was my great-grandma," I continued 
as I walked in a circle around the frame trying to glean any 



clues I could as to what the hell was happening. 

"I am her daughter, Betty Anne's, granddaughter. Did 
you ever meet Betty Anne? She would have been about 
seven when you died. Wait a minute! How is this possible? 
And why don't you seem surprised to be speaking to the 
living?" I said oscillating between fascination and suspicion. 

“Well, perhaps you would be so kind as to adjust me so I 
am not staring at the ceiling, then I will be happy to tell you 
what I know." 

I picked up the frame, climbed back on the bed, leaned 
'Patrick' against my pillows and sat cross-legged in front of 
him, right eyebrow raised. 



Chapter III 


April 1850 
Gragaugh 

County Tipperary, Ireland 

Patrick Norton was just two years old, but already he was 
a self-sufficient survivor. 

The horror of An Gorta Mor, The Great Hunger, was 
ravaging the land and the people of Ireland. 

A fungus was killing the potato crops the tenant farmers 
relied upon to feed their families, and taxes on landowners 
were being increased to pay for pathetic attempts at 
supporting Ireland's now starving population. 

Faced with starvation and eviction from their small farms, 
by landowners who now wanted to reduce their number of 
tenants, thereby reducing the amount of taxes they owed, 
thousands of Irish farmers were now bleeding, literally and 
figuratively, across the Atlantic to North America in hopes of 
finding a means to support their families. 

Little Patrick would soon find himself tossing about on the 
waves of an ocean he had never seen, but for now he filled 
his days roaming his kingdom - the area around the only 
home he and his siblings had ever known. 

As was common in those days, noble (by birth, not often 
by behavior) families controlled huge swaths of Ireland. 
These families would lease land to overseers, farmers and 
caretakers who were in turn free to lease portions of their 
leasholds to laborers, widows or anyone who could afford the 
rent. 

Such was the case in the Norton family. A man named 
Owen Cashin leased property from the Earl of Garrick, the 
owner of the village of Gragaugh. Owen leased a home on 
that property to Daniel Norton and Daniel leased a home 
and garden on a portion of his leased land to Edmund 
Croake. 



Carving up the land into these smaller and smaller plots 
meant stretching resources to their breaking point. The 
farms were worked and what was produced was sent to 
England for sale, but the one crop that was grown by the 
laborers, for the laborers, was being consumed by a fungus 
instead of the workers who desperately needed the 
sustenance. 

The implementation of taxes on the landowners to pay for 
soup kitchens and work houses to care for the starving 
workers, the rate of which being dependent on the number 
of souls living on the land, caused profits to fall and some of 
the landowners found themselves unable to live the lives to 
which they'd become accustomed. 

Some landlords, in order to reduce the number of tenants 
on their property, thereby saving money, coldly evicted 
some of the Irish farmers. Others began to pay their tenants 
to sail to Canada in an effort to lower their tax liability. 

The Great Hunger was leading to a great migration and 
the Nortons were right in the thick of it. 

They had accepted Carrick's offer to sail for Canada and 
were in the midst of making preparations for their departure 
from Cork in two days. 

“Thomas." called Catherine to her eldest son from the 
front of the thatched roof stone cottage they called home, 
“Help your father clean tools for packing." 

Thomas stopped chasing his two younger brothers, 
Michael and Patrick, around the yard and ran off in the 
direction of the small lean-to shed to find and help his 
father. 

“Alice, please take Ella and bring in the washing from the 
lines. We need to fold it and pack it in the trunks and hang 
the next load." Catherine said to her two daughters as she 
turned and walked back into the house. 

“Michael, take Patrick and go down to Mr. Croake's house. 
Ask him if he and his would like to join us for supper this 
evening." 



The Croakes, Edmund, Anne and their two boys, were 
joining them on the ship to Canada. She would be glad of 
Anne's company on board; with seven children between 
them the idea of weeks trapped aboard a ship did r?of appeal 
to her. She found herself wondering what would become of 
both their families once they stepped off the ship on the 
other side of the Atlantic as she folded the linens and placed 
them in the trunk. 

As Michael and Patrick shot out the door, happy to be out 
of the dark gloomy house torn apart in the chaos of packing, 
Catherine allowed herself a tear or two to release some of 
the stress. 

Eviction would surely have followed had they not taken 
Cashin's offer to sail to Canada, and then what would they 
have done? Wander the roads begging. She answered 
herself. 

But to leave the only land, the only country, they'd ever 
known for a country of strangers upon whose kindness they 
would be dependent for a time - Catherine shuddered 
thinking about it. AH the more reason to sell everything we 
are able to those who are staying and take as much money 
with us as we can. 

That night over supper, the Nortons found themselves 
aghast at the gaunt appearance of their guests, the Croakes. 
Sailing for Canada can't come soon enough for the Croakes 
thought Catherine as she tried to scoop as many vegetables, 
and the last of the beef, from the bottom of her soup pot into 
their bowls as she could without embarrassing them. Lord, 
please let us find something more in the west, she prayed to 
herself as she passed soup to the Croake boys. 

“Edmund", I'm going up to Cashin's tomorrow to sell the 
things we can't take with us on the ship, to his oldest boy, 
John, who is staying and continuing the lease with Carrick, 
will you come?" said Daniel. 

“Yes. I think that would be fine. I have a bit of furniture I 
cannot take. Best to have a few coins should we run into 



trouble.” 


After supper, as the adults discussed their upcoming 
journey over cups of weak tea, the older children played 
together outside, Ella fell asleep on a rug by the stove and 
Patrick sat in the corner by her side whispering into a 
shallow dish of water until he too fell asleep. 

The next day Patrick's world was the eye in a storm of 
activity. Thunderous slams and grunts as chests were 
muscled closed around him, brisk winds as skirts blew by his 
little body sitting on the floor, booming shouts as the older 
children were ordered about to gather up last minute items, 
and all the while tiny Patrick sat oblivious to it all gazing 
into a small metal saucer of water and whispering. 

"Daniel, hurry, Garrick's wagon team is coming, we must 
go.” called Catherine to her husband who was digging up 
the last of the potatoes he could find in their small garden 
and shoving them in his pockets. 

It was early for harvest and as such they were small, 
smaller than Patrick's fists, but Daniel had woken up this 
morning convinced it was imperative to take as much food 
with them as they could find. 

After the Croakes had left the night before, Daniel had 
lifted Patrick off the floor by the stove to place him in bed 
next to his siblings and discovered a small dish half filled 
with water. Walking it outside to pour out the water so the 
dish could be packed, Daniel found himself thinking of his 
mother. 

He had been thinking of her on and off all that day, but 
especially now when the house was silent on this, their last 
night, he let his mind wander to thoughts of her. What would 
she think of this move across the ocean, he wondered to 
himself looking down into the dish and admiring the 
reflection of the moon. / wonder, will the moon look the 
same from the west? 



Her face appeared in the reflection of the water in the 
dish so suddenly he nearly dropped the shallow pan and 
woke the whole house. 

When she actually spoke his name, he cZ/cydrop the pan! 

The dish clanked off the step and landed on the mossy 
ground with a small thump. A small rock of some sort, that 
had gone unnoticed until now, slid off the lip of the dish and 
bounced off the step he was standing upon. It splashed into 
the puddle that had formed in the well-worn groove at the 
base of the steps. 

His brain couldn't process what he had just seen and 
heard, his knees went weak and he sat down on a step in a 
fluid motion as if his bones had melted. 

He didn't even notice when Patrick toddled over and sat 
down behind him on the top step outside the front door of 
the house. 

"Father, where my stone?" 

Startled, Daniel turned around so quickly he nearly 
slipped down the stone steps. 

"Wh-what? What stone, Patrick?" he stammered. 

"Stone in dish. Father! My special stone! I speak to 
Grandmother. 

"You what? You speak to Grandmother?" 

"Yes." 

"How? How do you speak to Grandmother?" 

"Her face in dish with rock." 

As Daniel's mind cleared from the shock, he began to put 
the pieces together. 

The rock, the water, the dish, the reflection, somehow it 
was all connected. 

"Patrick, your stone is in that puddle." 

Patrick scrambled down the steps and swished his hands 
in the muddy water feeling for his stone. 

Meanwhile Daniel retrieved the dish from its resting spot 
and scooped up a bit of water from the puddle with it. 



Without needing instruction, Patrick plopped the stone 
back in the dish and looked up at his father. 

"Patrick, how do you make this work?" 

Patrick shrugged and looked down at the reflection of the 
moon in the water filled dish. 

“Have you been talking to Grandmother?" 

Patrick nodded, on the verge of tears thinking he was in 
trouble. 

A face appeared in the dish, but this time it was Patrick's 
Cat as she had been known; a barn cat who had often 
wandered down from Cashin's place but hadn't been seen in 
months 

He barely felt Patrick's little hand as it snaked over his 
arm and reached into the dish to pull out the lump of metal 
sitting at the bottom of the dish. As Patrick withdrew his 
closed fist the cat's image vanished and Patrick tried to 
scamper up the steps to the safety of his bed. 

Daniel stopped the boy by scooping him up and tried to 
take the stone but Patrick clamped his fingers shut and 
shouted, "No! Mine!" with tears dripping down his pink 
cheeks. 

Daniel realized it wouldn't do to upset his youngest son, 
but he had to know if the metal was the reason for spirits 
appearing in dishes of water. 

"Show me how it works, boy," said Daniel, adding a quick 
"please" to soften the command. 

Patrick cautiously placed the lump back in the water 
keeping an eye on his father's hands to make sure he wasn't 
going to grab it. 

They both peered into the dish. 

"Patrick, where is Grandmother?" 

Patrick shrugged as if to say, "I don't know." 

"Why did your cat appear?" asked Daniel as he tried to 
work out the magic he was witnessing. 

"Me miss her", answered Patrick. 

"So, you were thinking of her?" 

Patrick nodded. 



“Can I try? I'd like to put the stone in and think of 
someone I miss." 

Patrick nodded, pulled the lump out and passed it to his 
father. 

Daniel placed the lump back in the water and thought of 
his mother. 

Her face appeared almost immediately. 

“Daniel! How is it that I keep being called to you?" 

“I don't know mother. Patrick has found something, a 
stone, that makes it possible. 

“Daniel! You must listen!" 

"What is it Mother?" 

"Earlier, when Patrick and I were talking I saw you making 
to leave. Patrick said you are going on a boat? Are you 
going to America, or England?" 

"Canada." 

"You must know this journey will be deadly for some. 
Food will be scarce and disease rampant." 

"How do you know this. Mother?" 

"I cannot explain. I just do. I think I have seen it or heard 
it from spirits around me. I just know it to be true. Many of 
our countrymen have perished on this same journey upon 
which you are about to embark. I feel them around me." 

"Mother, am I doing the right thing taking Carrick's offer 
to leave?" 

"Yes. I believe you are. But it will be impossibly difficult. 
You must be strong and watchful. Hold your tongue, listen 
rather than speak. Survival is a game and you do not know 
the rules of the contest you are about to begin. 

“Thank you. Mother. I will obey, I promise. We will take 
Patrick's stone with us and speak to you when we can. 
Please listen for us." 

“I will. Daniel, be careful. I don't see the future, I only 
know what I hear from other souls and right now there is 
great danger in crossing the ocean and trying to settle in the 
new land to the west. For the crossing, you must carry as 
much food as you can and you must keep fever at bay. Take 



care to get sun and fresh air and clean water. Keep the ship 
free of unclean materials. You must heed my warning, far 
too many of Ireland's children are joining me in death before 
their time." 

"I understand. Goodbye Mother." said Daniel as he 
pulled the lump from the pan for the last time and watched 
her image smile at him as it faded. 

"Patrick", began Daniel trying to remain calm and not 
scare the boy. "We must keep this a secret between you and 
me. You cannot tell anyone or they will try to take your 
stone." 

Patrick grabbed for the stone and his father gave it to 
him. 

"No! It is mine!" 

"Yes, Patrick, it is yours, but to keep it you must never tell 
anyone about it. Do you understand why someone would 
want to take it from you? It is special and others will want it. 
You must only use it when you are alone or with me so no 
one ever sees what it can do. Do you understand me?" 

"Yes" was all Patrick said as he clenched the rock and 
toddled back into the house. 

/ must be mad to let him keep that! I should take it from 
him! He will lose it! Daniel silently berated himself after he 
watched his son crawl back onto the mattress next to his two 
sisters. No, it is his. It is safer with him during this journey 
than with me. No one would think to rob a two-year-old, but 
I will be vulnerable. 

Daniel, settled on his decision, walked back into the 
house, stuck his hands in his youngest son's trouser pockets 
laying over the trunk next to the bed, verified the pockets 
were hole free in anticipation of the fact they would be home 
to the stone, and laid down on the bed next to his wife 

Thank you. Mother for warning me, thought Daniel as he 
dug frantically with his bare fingers in the small patch where 
their potatoes had been planted weeks before. 



He shoved the last of the light skinned gems into the bag 
in his hand and went to help his boys and Croake load up 
the wagon that would take them to Cobh in County Cork, 
from where they would sail to Canada in the morning. 

Three dreadful weeks later the Nortons, the Croakes, and 
many of their fellow Irish, arrived at Grosse Isle in the Gulf of 
St. Lawrence, Quebec, Canada. 

Trapped below decks for most of the crossing, the journey 
had been fraught with small outbreaks ship fever, a constant 
battle against filth, and relentless hunger, but Daniel having 
the benefit of warning, had been able to instruct his wife 
and daughters to keep their area clean, an example which, 
luckily, other families followed. 

It was difficult work to stay clean and healthy crammed 
into the bowels of a ship with little fresh water. One family 
lost two young children to a fever, but other sufferers had 
been nursed back to health before making port at Grosse 
Isle, allowing the ship to be marked fever free and processed 
quickly. 

They were inspected for disease and cleanliness, 
transported off their ship, quarantined in small huts to 
assure no latent disease, and eventually released to begin 
their new lives - somewhere... 

The families dispersed throughout Canada and the United 
States as they heard about jobs, usually along the railroad 
routes. 

Daniel Norton found work as a farm laborer in Cuba, New 
York; a growing community whose farmer owners were 
taking advantage of their situation as a stop along the Erie 
Railway and needed laborers to support their increase in 
growth. 

Daniel and his sons worked others' farms for nearly a 
decade before buying their own bit of America, a farm in 
Ceres, McKean County, Pennsylvania. 



At every step of the way Daniel and Patrick relied on the 
iron lump they had come to call the Spirit Stone to help 
them plot their course. 

They found the power to speak to spirits came from 
creating a reflection with the Stone behind it, be it in water 
or behind glass, the Stone could summon the dead with just 
a thought from Patrick or Daniel. 

While Patrick was very young they summoned only 
Daniel's mother for a bit of comfort, but as the years passed 
they began calling upon others for their expertise. 

They experimented, testing the limits of the Stone. How 
far back would it let them reach? Did it only allow them to 
talk to family? 

Daniel called upon his father and grandfather's combined 
years of farming knowledge when trying to decide on a 
specific piece of land in Ceres. 

Patrick called upon boys, with whom he had grown up; 
who had enlisted to serve during the Civil War, but never 
came home. Patrick took it upon himself to carry words of 
encouragement to the families they left behind. 

It seemed the Stone knew no bounds. Daniel and Patrick 
could communicate with anyone their minds could imagine 
who had once been living. 

It was a simple time and the Nortons were happy to carve 
out an honest life worthy of the Catholic faith they 
practiced; it did not occur to them to use the power the 
knowledge of the dead provided for less than honorable 
pursuits. 

Daniel died before 1870 and was buried in St. Mary's 
cemetery in Eldred, Pennsylvania. 

Patrick married, had a daughter, became a widower, 
remarried, and had seven more children...One of them 
named Rose Jane. 

In the early 1900s Patrick removed with his family to 
Perry, New York, where many of the Norton children 
eventually found work and spouses at the Perry Knitting Mill. 



Patrick lived out his days surrounded by the family he 
and his second wife, Bridget Murphy, had built. 

It had been a joyful, simple life filled with hard honest 
work. 

Patrick had no further need of the Stone as his days were 
filled with the contentedness of a happy man, but he wanted 
to see it passed to a child able to accept and use its powers. 

Rose was just such a child; curious, intelligent and kind, 
she had trained as a nurse at Syracuse Homeopathic 
Hospital and went on to raise two children and bring into her 
family, a daughter born to her husband's first marriage. 

On the occasion of Rose's marriage to Joseph Houlard, 
Patrick had given her a framed photograph of himself taken 
many years before. 

The carved wooden frame was an oval shape 
approximately twelve inches high, eight inches wide, and 
nearly three inches deep, causing a large space to exist 
between the glass and the photograph itself. 

Between the reflective glass and the photograph, hidden 
along the bottom of the frame, Patrick had secured the Spirit 
Stone using small nails as a jeweler's claw, creating a well- 
disguised window into the world of the departed. 

Patrick knew he had passed on the Stone to the proper 
child, but until nearly the day he died, he wrestled with the 
decision to share its secret with her. 

Having inherited from his parents the natural suspicions 
and superstations of an Irish Catholic, he often wondered 
now, in his later years, if the power of the Stone could be 
evil. Had it been placed before him to tempt him when he 
was but an innocent child? Did the user trade fractions of his 
soul each time he called upon the dead? How could he pass 
the knowledge of the Stone on to one of his children and 
damn their soul? How could he know for sure the 
ramifications of using the Stone? He had lost his first wife 
shortly after the birth of their daughter - was it punishment 



for using the Stone? Bridget and he had lost their first son 
to an accident when he was only seven years old. Was that 
my fault?\Non6ere6 Patrick in his last days. 

Conversely, he argued with himself as he whiled away his 
last days in his rocker on the front porch of his home, look at 
all we have achieved. Yes, loved were lost, but others 
survived and thrived. He counted seven living children and 
fourteen grandchildren carrying on the bloodline. Surely, If I 
am meant to be punished for speaking with the dead. In an 
effort to help the living, my family would not have grown so, 
he reasoned. Perhaps If Father and I had used It for wicked 
purposes. If we had used It to harm our neighbors, then 
there would be repercussions? 

“Oh, this is maddening!" Patrick grumbled to himself. 

"What's that Dear?" called Bridget from the kitchen 
where she was preparing a lunch of soup and toast. 

"Nothing." answered Patrick. Nothing. 

I will trust In what I know. Father said he suffered no III 
consequences upon his death, although he never could tell 
me where he spent his time between my summonings. 

Oh, for the love of Mary! I can't make a decision that will 
damn my daughter, nor can I let the knowledge die with 
myself 

Patrick rocked for hours that day until he settled on a 
plan. 

When Bridget was well asleep late that evening, he stole 
from their bedroom and wrote a letter to each of his children. 

On the fifteenth of January 1925, Patrick succumbed to 
prostate cancer and joined his ancestors in the afterlife. 

Rose was unable to make the trip to Perry, from 
Herkimer, to be by his bedside, due to the winter weather 
and speed with which he passed, but her siblings who lived 
in Perry were there to give him comfort. 

Rose received the letter her father had written her after 
his funeral at St. Joseph's in Perry. 



My Dearest Rose Jane, 


/ leave this world a content man. / succeeded In every 
goal / set for myself and bask in the knowledge our 
family blood will continue to flow in the grandchildren 
you and your brother and sisters have given my darling 
Bridget and myself 

I am proud of you and wish you happiness and health. 
Should you have need of me you have only to look into 
the wedding present I gave you and speak to me...I will 
always be with you. 

Love, 

Your Father 


Always assuming he meant his words figuratively and not 
literally, she never actually spoke to the spirit window her 
father had created and thereby never discovered the secret 
of the wedding gift, nor passed it on to her children. 

Patrick, never called to the photograph after death, was 
unable to put his plan to tell Rose his secret, to the test. 

The power of the Spirit Stone might have been lost 
forever had Rose's daughter, Betty Anne, not been 
sentimental enough to save the photograph in the bottom 
drawer of an armoire for decades. 

I woke the next morning as the sun sliced through the 
sliver of space between the drapes over my bedroom 
window. 

I rolled over to check the time on my phone and clunked 
my forehead into the wooden frame around Patrick's photo. 

"Patrick!", I exclaimed as I sat bolt upright in bed, 
memories from the smallest hours of the morning flooding 
back. Was it a dream? 

"Good morning Laura", said a voice from the frame 
behind me. 



Okay, so not a dream then I said to myself as I turned 
around to face Patrick's image. 



Chapter IV 


March 28^^, 2014 
The Family Tree 
Oban, Argyll, Scotland 

It was Opening Day! First service began and lunch and all 
I could think about was the photograph of Patrick I'd brought 
down from the bedroom and hung on the wall behind the 
bar. 

I knew what I needed to be doing, but the list of tasks 
kept colliding with the flood of questions I wanted to ask 
Patrick...A/eecy to prep the broccoli. Can / speak with other 
relatives? Start the stock boiling! What causes Patrick to be 
called away from the Spirit Glass? I know it's the iron lump 
between the frame and the glass that works as a link, but 
there seems to be the need for a reflective surface...water, 
glass...Oh Crap! The stock is boiling over! 

In the end, I had to focus on the food or risk burning the 
place down. I found my sanity with the help of a little Virtual 
Insanity by Jamiroquai pumping from my iPod through the 
sound system speakers set in the corners of the dining room, 
where the walls met the ceiling. 

Cassie, short for Cassandra, the twenty-something 
daughter of the grocer two doors up the street, popped her 
head into the kitchen via the back door, to see if I needed 
any help on this, my trial by fire Opening Day. 

I could have kissed the girl! In fact, I may have! Either 
way, Cassie and I divided, conquered and worked like we'd 
known each other all our lives. 

She opened the doors at 11 a.m. to an empty car park, 
but by noon a steady trickle of patrons sat themselves and 
started tucking into homemade chicken soup, individual 
chicken and creamy wild rice casseroles with fresh broccoli 
and custom miniature deserts, courtesy of a late-night 



powwow with the gorgeous Clementine, the French trained, 
Scottish patisserie owner one street over. 

As lunch wound down around 2 p.m., Cassie and I caught 
our breath and sat down to enjoy a short tea break before 
gearing up for the dinner hour. 

I realized I'd forgotten to change the music to shuffle on 
my iPod and that we'd been listening to a steady stream of 
Jamiroquai for the last four hours...l/l//7/fe Knuckle Ride, 
indeed, I thought to myself as I walked behind the bar and 
set my iPod to shuffle. As I looked up, the photo of Patrick 
caught my eye and my breath caught in my throat. Patrick! 
I thought as the memories of dark hours of the morning 
came flooding back. 

I looked at the photo, then over my shoulder to where 
Cassie had been sitting. She was staring out the window 
singing along to Pencil Full of Lead by Paolo Nutini now 
swinging over the speakers. I looked back at Patrick's image 
and whispered his name. 

"Patrick?" 

"Laura?" 

"Yes, it's me, but please, keep your voice quiet. I'm not 
alone." 

"Where are we? This room is different than the one where 
we last spoke." 

I chuckled, "You're behind the bar of my pub, it's been 
quite an afternoon." 

"I am sorry I missed it then." 

"Patrick? I was wondering, do you know what causes you 
to fade from existence behind the glass? Last night I fell 
asleep while you told me your story, yet I still remember all 
of it. It's as if I dreamed it, but I know it was you telling me 
the story of how you decided to give Rose this picture of you 
and a letter telling her to call upon you. Yet this morning 
when I hung you here behind the bar and walked into the 
kitchen, you disappeared." 



"I am sorry I do not know. I only know when I am called I 
feel a pull like I am being drawn through the eye of a needle. 
Whatever I am is focused into a long filament towards the 
Spirit Stone. I know you can see my image in the glass just 
as I saw the image of those I called when I lived, and I can 
see you and have a field of vision restricted only by the 
dimensions of the frame, but I feel I exist only as a swirl of 
thread like energy on the skin of the Spirit Stone." 

"It must be a mental link then, one that requires 
concentration. Last night I was completely focused on you 
so we maintained the link even while I slept, but this 
morning I was mentally jumbled, thinking of your story last 
night and all the things I needed to do to open the pub 
today." 

"Perhaps, I just do not know." 

"Do you know, can I summon anyone to the Spirit Stone, 
just by calling their name?" 

"I believe you can. Anyone or anything I ever called 
came to the Stone, but I think perhaps, only certain people 
can do the calling. It is one of the reasons I chose to give 
this framed picture to Rose. You see, I tested my other 
children when they were young and I could convince them it 
was just a game; Rose was the only one who could call the 
dead to the Stone." 

Just then I heard Cassie push her chair back from the 
table by the window. Knowing she'd be heading toward the 
bar with the dirty teacups, I quickly whispered to Patrick 
that I had to go, but that I'd be able to talk more later, after 
dinner. 

The dinner shift was longer and busier than Cassie and I 
had expected. Apparently, word had spread quickly after 
lunch that The Tree, as it was being called, was quite good 
and quite reasonable. 

Customers, inspired by my family tree behind the bar and 
a few spirits of the liquid variety, stayed well past the end of 
their meals to sketch out their own family trees on any scrap 



of paper they could find. The cello tape was put to good use 
as folks at neighboring tables dragged their chairs together 
and stitched their trees into larger trees at the points where 
uncles and aunties had married into the family. 

By the time the last customers had left, the bare walls of 
The Tree, left empty for just this purpose, were sprinkled 
with napkins, notebook paper and a couple end pages of 
books hastily torn out, bearing the family trees of the 
ancestors of many of the locals. 

With a very contented sigh I eased myself into an 
overstuffed chair in front of the fireplace I had spent a 
kidney to have converted to gas, and propped my feet up on 
the hearth. 

Everyone had been so busy fleshing out their trees 
towards the end of the night, I had been able to do most of 
the cleanup and even a little prep for the next day. All I 
needed to do before bed was put up the chairs and give the 
room a good sweep-out. 

Cowboy got up from his bed in the corner by the fireplace 
to scratch at the leg of the chair, signaling his desire to sit 
with me and get a snuggle before turning in for the night. 

Cassie had left a couple of hours earlier, needing to get 
some sleep before helping her father open the market in the 
morning. 

As I sat petting Cowboy, staring into the fire, I found 
myself flabbergasted at how busy the pub had been on its 
first day. I'd expected it to be so slow I could do it all. Yeah, 
that's not gonna happen! I began making a list in my mind... 

Post ad for floor staff! 

Place order for more of everything first thing in morning. 

Stock paper and pencils for customers to share their 
trees. 

List as complete as I could imagine, I put Cowboy back in 
the bed on the floor, put the chairs up on the tables, and 
swept and mopped up the floor of the dining room. 



I leaned against the bar after stowing my cleaning 
supplies and debated calling Jesse. It was 2 a.m. my time, 
so 6 p.m. his time in California; a perfect time to call, but I 
just didn't want to...I wanted to talk to Patrick! 

I plucked his framed picture off the wall behind the bar, 
scooped up Cowboy under my arm and called Pixie to follow 
me up the stairs. 

I shoved the bedroom door open with my toe, flicked on 
the light switch with my elbow and plopped Cowboy in the 
dog bed, under the window. Pixie climbed in next to him 
and I covered them both in an old fleece. 

I was actually pretty excited about how well The Tree had 
done and decided to call Jesse while I got ready for bed. 

"Sooo, how did it go? I've been dying to call, but figured 
if you weren't calling me it was because you were too busy 
to talk." 

"It was insane!" I said, and told him the day's tale. 

By the time we hung up we'd decided Jesse and Lexie 
would come for a visit over her Spring Break in two weeks. 

As we spoke. I'd debated telling him about Patrick and 
the Spirit Stone, but decided to wait until we were all 
together...Better to show both of them, then try to explain it 
over the phone? I was incredibly curious to see if either, or 
both of them, could summon spirits with it. As my child, 
surely Alexia had a good chance, I thought. 

I climbed up into bed, wiggled under the covers and 
leaned Patrick's photo against the edge of Jesse's pillows so I 
could lay on my side, on my own pillows, and face him. 

"Patrick", I said. 

"Hello Laura", said the phantom image of my great-great 
grandfather. 



It was still strange to see the vapor like countenance of 
his spirit, layered over the photographic image mounted to 
the frame, the former reflecting what he looked like when he 
died and the latter capturing him in what looked to have 
been his late 20s. 

"When was the photograph in this frame taken?" I asked. 

"Shortly after I married Bridgette, in 1880." 

"You were quite the handsome man; did you have all the 
girls after you?" 

"I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about", he 
replied with a grin and a wink. 

And with that we were off...I asked about his parents and 
siblings and he told me everything he could remember, 
which was quite a lot. 

Luckily, having once been a parent to an infant, I was 
familiar with the art of functioning on zero sleep. 

For the next three days, I ran the pub during business 
hours then sat up talking with Patrick when I should have 
been sleeping. 

On the fourth night, I was so exhausted I fell asleep 
before calling Patrick. 

When I awoke in the morning my right hand was cupping 
the base of his photograph on Jesse's side of the bed. 

No time for the dead now, up and at 'em, I thought to 
myself as I threw back the blankets and slipped my tootsies 
into the slippers at the side of the bed. 

The dogs hearing me get up, got up and started doing 
their yoga only to crawl back into bed stealing each other's 
warm spots. 

"Slackers!", I said from the open door of the bathroom 
with a mouthful of toothpaste foam. 

From the moment I threw back those covers, until nearly 
3 a.m., I was on my feet and spinning like a windmill in a 
Santa Ana. 



Dogs walked. 

Food deliveries received. ^ 

Cooking, Lunch, Cleaning, Dinner, Cleaning. / //// 

At 3 a.m. I stood back in my bathroom, brushing my teeth 
wondering where the day went. 

As I stared at myself in the mirror over the sink, trying to 
remember if I'd called in the order for bread the next 
morning, an image flashed into my mind. 

A face, a woman with flaming red hair the color of 
strawberries and skin in shades of dusky blues - like broccoli 
florets I decided, her mouth open as if speaking to me... 

It startled me, but also gave me a sense of deja vu. I'd 
seen her before, in a dream, I was almost certain, but when? 
When had I slept and dreamt? Last night, it must have been 
last night. 

The logical side of my brain kicked in and decided it had 
indeed been a dream and was an amalgam of my 
interactions with Patrick and my food orders! 

Mystery solved I climbed into bed, silently apologized to 
Patrick's photograph on the dresser for not having the 
energy to talk with him and passed out. 

Over the course of the following week, I only had time 
and energy enough to sit up with Patrick one evening. 

We spoke of esoteric things; Heaven, Hell, Time, 
Consciousness. 

Heaven and Hell, he explained were nothing but fairy 
tales, much to his surprise. Time is only experienced by the 
living, nearest he can tell - his only reference to time is when 
he is called to the Spirit Stone and sees change through the 
glass. Consciousness is the same, he has no recollection of 
where he was just prior to being called or what he's been 
doing since he died in 1925, but he remembers everything 
from his life and our conversations as soon as he is near the 
Stone. 



In the weeks since we began talking he's noticed a 
shimmer or wiggle in air within the frame when he's first 
called and just before the connection is broken, but other 
than that subtle transition there is just knowing and not 
knowing. 

Just knowing and not knowing, the words floated in my 
mind after we'd "hung up" that night. / wonder if it's a bit 
iike sieeping, but no, even when sieeping i'nn aware - i hear 
noises and incorporate them into my dreams, i'm aware of 
the edge of the bed so i don't roii out. i am never 
compieteiy disconnected from knowing...An6 I drifted off to 
dream of pastry that wouldn't puff and taps that wouldn't 
pour beer. 

Jesse and Lexie arrived and the chaos grew exponentially. 

The first few mornings were spent talking as fast as we 
could, catching up on life in California for Jesse, life in France 
for Lexie, and playing with the dogs; all while prepping for 
the coming customers. 

I'd earned myself some regulars by this point and they 
took it upon themselves to fill my family in on everything 
that had happened since The Tree opened. During business 
hours, the stories flowed almost as fast as the pints and 
drams. 

In the late hours of the night there was clean up to be 
done, orders to be placed and dogs to be cuddled. 

Lexie slept in her own room over the kitchen, overlooking 
the garden patio, while Jesse and I had the front bedroom 
over the dining room, that looked out over the carpark 
bordered in wild flowers I'd had planted, and the quiet 
street. 

On the third night after they'd arrived, I stood staring out 
the window waiting for my turn in the bathroom and 
wrestled with how to tell Jesse about Patrick. 



I'd decided I'd tell him, or more accurately, show him, 
first, before I showed Lexie. 

Lexie would probably handle it just fine, but you know, 
talking to ghosts? Really? How do you explain that? 

Jesse came out of the bathroom all minty fresh and 
scooted into bed. 

I opted for the "rip the bandage off" method and climbed 
onto the bed holding the photograph of Patrick. 

"What's this? Your new cuddle buddy? He seems a bit 
uncomfortable to snuggle." 

"Well, actually, he has been spending quite a lot of time 
on your side of the bed." 

"Really? If you were lonely you could have set up the 
iPad to slideshow photos of Lexie and me" he said looking 
very confused. 

"Look, just shush and watch." 

I sat up against the headboard and drew my knees up to 
create a resting place for the frame; Jesse did the same 
beside me. I leaned the framed photo against our now 
touching thighs so we could both look at Patrick. 

"Patrick?" 

"You talk to pictures now?" asked Jesse incredulously. 

"Shuush! 

"Laura, lovely to see you again. Who is this sitting with 
you? Is this Jesse?" 

"Yes Patrick, this is Jesse. You can see him?" 

"Oh yes, quite well." 

"Jesse, can you see or hear Patrick?" 

"What are you talking about woman? It's a picture! 
Pictures don't talk. Have you completely lost your marbles 
living here alone?" 

"I was afraid of this." 

"As was I", said Patrick. 



"Afraid of what, what the Hell are you talking about? You 
have finally lost it, haven't you?" 

"Look, it's not going to make sense to you because you 
can't see him, but Patrick is here. His spirit is in the frame, 
behind the glass. I can see his spirit image and he's talking 
to me - and you, I might add." 

"Laura," said Jesse getting out of bed, letting the framed 
photo fall onto the blanket as he moved his legs away from 
mine, "something is very wrong with you, you're talking to 
dead people and this is NOT the movies!" 

I got up and walked from the room towards Lexie's 
bedroom hoping she would still be awake. Obviously, my 
only hope was if Lexie could see and hear Patrick, otherwise 
Jesse was going to call the men with butterfly nets any 
moment. 

"Lexie", I said as I knocked softly, relived to see the light 
bleeding from under her door. 

"Mom? What's up? Everything okay?" 

"Well, no, not really, yes, oh fer fuck's sake, can you just 
come with me for a minute?" 

Lexie and I walked into the bedroom and I ignored Jesse's 
questioning look. 

I picked up the photograph from the bed where it had 
fallen a few minutes before and asked Lexie to sit down 
beside me on the edge of the mattress. 

"Patrick", I called. 

"Hello Laura." 

"Holy shit. Mom. What /sthat?" 

"You can see him?" I questioned with a little squeak of 
relief. 

"What do you mean, 'him'? That's some freaky magic 
trick, right?" 



"No", I said exasperated at the way everyone was 
freaking out. "That is your gr-gr-gr grandfather, not a magic 
trick, not a sign of a stroke, it's just a damn ghost!" 

"Now Laura, give her a minute to digest.", said Patrick 
from the frame in my hands. 

Lexie took the frame from me and sat down in the chair 
by the nightstand. She stared at the dual images, one 
floating on top of the other under glass and spoke to him. 

"Patrick, right?" 

"Yes." 

"So, you're my third great-grandfather?" 

"Yes. Your mother has shown me a chart. Your great- 
grandma Betty Anne was my granddaughter, her mother 
was my daughter Rose." 

"Oh, right, she was the nurse!" 

"Yes, yes, exactly. Your mother tells me you're learning 
French and studying in France." 

"Yes, have you..., were you ever there?" 

"No, after arriving in America from Ireland we never 
wanted to travel very far again. But I am very proud to learn 
that you are such a young lady of the world. I was very 
proud of my Rose for going to school and becoming a nurse. 
Education is the great equalizer." 

Lexie looked up at Jesse and me and saw the look of 
twisted confusion on Jesse's face. 

"Dad, what's wrong?" 

"He can't see Patrick, Lexie." 

"He thought I was nuts when I started talking to the 
photo, before I came to get you. Now he either thinks we're 
both nuts or he is..." 

"I don't think any such thing!" 

"Oh really? That what's that constipated look on your 
face?" 



"I'm trying to figure out why I can't see or hear him? Is it 
because I'm a guy? Can only women see ghosts?" 

"No, it's not a gender thing. Patrick was able to use the 
Spirit Stone as a child, and his father was able as well. It 
was Patrick who found the Stone, in Ireland, just before they 
sailed to America. I've been thinking it must be some 
genetic thing - like syndactyly." (A genetic trait Lexie and I 
shared, inherited from the other side of the family, but one I 
knew Jesse's biology trained mind could grasp quickly.) 

"A genetic predisposition to seeing ghosts? Yeah, I must 
have missed that day in genetics class...." 

"Mom, Patrick's gone!", Lexie interrupted. 

"It's okay, that happens when the mental link is broken, 
when no one is focused on him." 

"Is he...okay?" 

"Oh yeah, he's fine...." 

And I sat them both down and told them everything I 
knew about Patrick and the Spirit Stone. 

Lexie spent a lot of her free time the next day talking with 
Patrick. It amazed me how interested she was in her history 
now that she had someone to tell it to her first hand...So 
much better than my dry Census reports and family tree 
charts. 

Jesse sat nearby, deadly curious and annoyed as all Hell 
that he couldn't hear but one side of the conversation. 

Spring Break was quickly over and they both flew off to 
the southeast and west, leaving me in the middle with 
Patrick and the dogs. 

During the visit, it had been decided that The Tree was 
doing well enough to support our simple needs, faster than 
we thought it would. The plan was that Jesse would quit his 
Job in California by the end of the year; giving us time to 
sock away a little more savings from his paycheck and tie up 
loose ends in the States. As renters, the move would be less 



complicated by the fact we didn't have to sell or rent out a 
home, all Jesse would have to do is pack and ship the things 
we wanted in Scotland, sell the things we no longer wanted 
or needed and toss the rest in the storage unit, leaving a key 
with his mother; and move to Scotland full time by 
Christmas. 

In the days after they left I missed them ridiculously. You 
forget how nice it is to have people around you who know 
you; people who can sense your moods, finish your 
sentences and anticipate your needs. I missed my family, 
but I knew it would only be a few months until Jesse came 
back for another visit, the dogs were with me, Cassie and 
Clementine were my partners in crime around the village, 
and of course there was Patrick. 

Over the next four weeks I threw myself into The Tree. 

Cassie now worked with me five days a week because her 
parents had decided to sell their shop and move to northern 
France, leaving the poor girl a little discombobulated. 

I jumped at the opportunity to have her work with me 
until she found a "real job". She moved into the pub's 
second bedroom, the one over the kitchen, owing to the fact 
her parents sold her only home when they sold the grocery - 
it was frankly a lovely arrangement and I knew I'd be sorry 
to see her go when some lucky company lured her away with 
a large salary and warmer climate. 

Clementine often stopped by late in the evening to invite 
us to her kitchen to sample her latest creations. The three of 
us would sit by the fire in her dining room, looking out onto 
her garden filled with a stone shed, a greenhouse and busy 
statuary, while nibbling cakes and mousses and gabbing 
away as girls do. 

One evening however, Cassie had a date and Clementine 
was down a rabbit hole after some raspberry, chocolate. 



caramel concoction, so I was left to my own devices after I'd 
swept the last of the customers out the door. 

I scooped up Cowboy and headed upstairs to bed, Pixie 
trotting behind us. 

I climbed into bed and tried to read, but couldn't 
concentrate on the words. 

I kept looking over at Patrick's photo. 

It had been weeks since I'd spoken to him, there just 
wasn't anything I was really longing to chat with him about 
and truth be told I was battling with myself over what I really 
wanted to do, which was call some of my other ancestors. 

I wanted to talk to them. I wanted to ask them if they 
knew anything about the items in my treasure box. I wanted 
to hear their stories like I'd heard Patrick's. 

But I was afraid. I was afraid they would be angered by 
being pulled to the Spirit Stone since, unlike Patrick; it 
would be completely unknown to them. Mostly I think I was 
afraid they wouldn't like me. Would I be a disappointment 
to them once they learned I was just a simple girl? Would 
they expect more from me than just being an accountant 
turned publican, after they learned of all the leaps the 
generations between them and myself had made? 

Ah, screw it! 

I threw back the covers, grabbed my treasure box from 
the bottom drawer of my dresser and Patrick's photograph, 
and plopped back on the bed. 

I sat the photograph facing me against the pillows and 
pulled items from my box laying them out between my 
crossed legs and the photograph. 

Three items - a leather pouch of stones, a woolen roll tied 
with a leather strip holding a silver spoon and copper fork 
and a small drawstring purse with a riddle embroidered in 
the bottom, sat before me, nestled in the duvet. 

I had no idea which items might have belonged to whom. 
All I knew was that each one, in their own right, had been 



important enough to someone to save and all had distilled 
themselves into Grandma Betty Anne's possession. 

Her husband, Ed, had been the only surviving child, of an 
only surviving child, of an only surviving child, creating a 
convergence of many family histories into one man, and by 
extension Lexie, since she was the only grandchild of Ed and 
Betty Anne. It was quite possible that some, or at least one, 
of the items in the box belonged to his side of the family. 

It was also possible that some of the items came from 
Betty Anne's side of the tree as it was with her that her 
mother. Rose, had lived until she died. It would stand to 
reason that one or more of these small mementos could 
have been from Rose's husband, who died nearly three 
decades before his wife. 

I was overwhelmed by choice. I could call Ed's parents or 
go back farther and call his grandparents or one even 
further back to his grandmother's family who emigrated 
from Germany in 1709. Or the mysterious Anna Black who 
was Betty Anne's grandmother? Who should I call????? I 
screamed inside my own head. 

In the end, I let geography decide...! was in Scotland so I 
would start with the only Scottish ancestor I knew 
of...Archibald Campbell, my Grandpa Ed's great-grandfather. 

"Now how do I make sure I call the right one?" I asked 
myself. "There must be 70 million Archibald Campbells who 
have come and gone over the course of time", I continued, 
now talking to Cowboy and Pixie snoozing on their bed in 
blissful ignorance. 

Okay, when you called Patrick you did so because you 
were looking at his picture. Maybe you need to focus on 
what you know of the person to make sure you call the right 
one? Patrick was easy because you could call him with his 
image filling your mind. 




I grabbed for my laptop sitting on the little rectangular 
table, to the right of the window, I used as a desk. Powered 
her up and got to work. 

Ok, facts, fill your brain with facts specific to Archie, I said 
to myself as I opened the genealogy software on my 
desktop. 

I spent the next twenty minutes writing down birth dates, 
death dates and all the names and places associated with 
Archie's life that I'd managed to dig up over the years. I had 
the date and location of his marriage in Manchester, his 
children's names and dates of birth, his parents' names, a 
couple addresses he'd lived at, the date and location of his 
death in Brooklyn, New York...This will have to do, I 
reasoned. 

Back on my bed, facing Patrick's photograph, keepsakes 
in front of me, I stared at the paper containing the scraps of 
data that were all that survived of my 3rd great-grandfather, 
and I called his name, "Archibald Campbell". 

The air between the glass and Patrick's photograph 
began to ripple or swirl or both, it was hard to tell because 
the change was so subtle and suddenly there was an elderly 
man staring back at me, nearly as shocked as I was! 

"Who are you? Where am I? What is the meaning of this?" 
his voice boomed at me. 

I moved back, away from the face of my possible 
ancestor, until I was pressed against the footboard of the 
bed. 

"My name is Laura. I believe I am your three times great- 
granddaughter." If I called the right guy! 

"How is this? The silver never worked like this before! It 
never let us talk to the dead, only see the living!" 

What the Hell? "What are you talking about? What 
silver? Are you Archie Campbell?" 



"Aye, aye, I am Archie", he said calmer as the shock of 
whatever he was experiencing wore off. 

"I'd like to know, are you my Archie, did I call the right 
man? Would you tell me about your family a bit?" I asked 
cautiously. 

He seemed to mull it over for a moment, looking down, 
tilting his head to the side and fingering his short, full, grey 
beard. 

As he considered my request I turned over in my mind the 
fact that he was already familiar with some sort of, non- 
traditional communication! Before I could analyze his 
comment about "silver" further, he responded to my request. 

"I will tell you of my family, as they are all dead and ye 
can do them no harm, but you must tell me, first, of yours 
and how we come to be talking." 

"Agreed", I said. After all, it was I who initiated this little 
chat, telling him what I knew of his descendants wasn't 
going to harm anyone, nor would telling him what I knew of 
the Spirit Stone, especially since he already had some 
knowledge of non-traditionai communication - why did I 
keep calling it that? 

I told Archie what I knew of his daughter Maggie and her 
two sons. He was visibly shaken when I told him of her 
eldest son, Frederick, who died unmarried and childless only 
eight years after Archie himself had died, but I pushed on 
with my story. I told him how Maggie's second son, his 
namesake, had two sons of his own, one of which was my 
grandfather. I showed him a photo of Lexie, who as far as I 
knew was the end of his line. He asked me to bring the 
photo of Lexie closer to the glass so he could see her more 
clearly. He marveled at the colors captured on the modern 
photographic paper and smiled a lovely grin as he said, "She 
has your eyes, the same ones my mother had. Then I told 
him of Patrick Norton and the Spirit Stone. 

Archie was silent for a while after I ended my story. He 
seemed to be debating something as his image moved 



about behind the glass as if struggling to bring into focus 
the items on my bed. 

"Archie, do you recognize one of these items?" I asked as 
I reached for the rolled tartan suddenly remembering the 
silver spoon rolled inside. Could it be? Could that be the 
silver to which he referred earlier? 

"Yes! That! Bring that closer lass!" his voice boomed as it 
had earlier and his face went beyond the borders of the 
frame until only his eyes and nose were visible in the glass. 

"Unwrap it", he barked. 

I did as commanded, nervousness and excitement 
battling in my heart and mind. 

"The Scrying Silver! It's here! You have it! I worried as 
you told me of my grandsons and their children that it would 
have been sold or lost, that Maggie may not have shared its 
true purpose." 

"It was found in an old armoire when my grandmother 
died, she was the wife of your great-grandson, your 
namesake's only child to marry and have children." 

"Yes, yes, Edward, right?" he said impatiently obviously 
recalling what I'd told him about our family earlier. "Did 
Edward never pass on the secret?" 

"Since I know nothing of a secret regarding this spoon 
and fork. I'm going to go with no." 

"Maggie should have seen to it that the secret was passed 
down if for no other reason than to assure they weren't sold." 

"Well, I can't say what happened, but they are here now, 
how about sharing the secret with me?" I asked maybe a 
little too cocky. 

Archie pulled back from the glass and raised an eyebrow 
at my suggestion. I raised the same eyebrow back at him 
and we both chuckled at what was obviously a familial trait. 

"Alright lass, I shall tell you what I know..." 



Chapter V 


Summer 1858 
Loch Awe, Scotland 

“Father, I would have a word with ye when ye have a 
moment." said Archibald Campbell to his father, James. 

Archie, as he was known, was twenty-one and the spitting 
image of his father at that age, or so he was told. Both men 
had the same sandy blonde hair and eyes the color of the 
deep ocean that surrounded their island home. James had 
the weathered look of a man who had spent his life out of 
doors while his son had yet to be marked by years of 
Scottish winds. 

"Of course. Son, we may speak now if you'll help me with 
this mare. Hold her head calm while I try to clean this 
wound. It won't do for your mother's horse to go lame this 
close to your sister's birthing time. Your mother would likely 
ride me to be there when the bairn is born if this horse is 
unfit." 

Archie smiled at the image resolving itself in his mind. 
His mother, Margaret Robinson Campbell, was not a woman 
to suffer foolishness and excuses. She had a heart of warm 
milk, but should someone stand between her and her family 
she would indeed ride whomever she viewed as being in her 
way, all the way to the ends of the earth, husband or not! 

"Father, I have been thinking of going south, to 
Manchester.", Archie began. He caught the small twitch of 
an eyebrow as his father registered a small stab to his soul 
at the prospect of another one of his children leaving the 
nest. 

As James cleaned the gouge in the mare's leg with a cloth 
soaked in whisky (his wife said whisky killed the wee bugs 
that cause infection - who was he to argue if it saved the 
horse) he reminded himself he knew this day was coming. 



Archie was the youngest child of four and the second son. 
The family croft would pass to his first son, Archie's brother 
Jamie, who would raise his own family and look after James 
and Margaret in their infirm years. Prospects for Archie here 
in Scotland were slender and James knew it. The croft was 
but rented from the Laird and it was only by James's spirit 
trade that the family was secure in its finances. There was 
no future for Archie in this little valley but it didn't make it 
any easier to let him go. 

Margaret (no one dared call her Maggie, although James 
did call her his l/l/ee Robin in tender moments - an homage 
to her maiden name and fitting due to her fierce loyalty to 
family and territory, much like the bird of the same name), 
would eventually see the reason behind Archie's departure 
but it would be a rough time. Margaret and Archie shared a 
bond; they had seen death together on the day of Archie's 
birth, a birth that left Archie with a twisted leg and Margaret 
unable to bear more children. Something had happened 
that day; mother and son bonded and brought each other 
back from the edge of departure, each willing the other to 
survive. To this day, he thought, it is eerie the way each of 
them knows what the other is thinking; even from far off 
they always know how the other is. It is as if they met the 
fae of Sidh Chailleann on the day of Archie's birth and came 
back with gifts; gifts to offset what had been taken from 
them. Margaret recovered and found a talent for healing she 
never knew she had. She may have never held another 
bairn of her own but the dozens of lives she saved kept joy 
in her heart. Archie, on the other, was gifted it seemed, with 
the ability to learn anything. His mind burned brighter than 
any flame James had ever seen. 

Owing to his damaged leg, James had seen to it Archie 
received the best education possible from the local Kirk. By 
age ten the boy was translating from the Latin using the 
most beautiful handwriting and was helping copy 
documents for the church elders by age twelve. Soon 
enough he had read every book in the area and was hungry 



for more. Archie had helped invent contraptions around the 
croft to ease and speed up the daily chores, but there was no 
money to be made on inventions in a land so poor. 

To lose him to England would be an added insult but with 
his twisted leg there was really no hope of him getting work 
in the shipyards of Clyde or making a good marriage, as 
most fathers would want their daughters married to fully 
able-bodied men. 

Archie had secured a position in a packing box company 
in Manchester through Reverend Duncan's connections at 
Cathedral Church in Manchester. He was set to begin in two 
week's time and would need to leave soon. He knew his 
parents would understand but it would be hard none-the- 
less to leave his family and his home. Perhaps, in 
Manchester, he could make his fortune and return to his 
beloved valley, able to start his own business and have a 
small herd of grandchildren for his mother. The thought 
made him smile prompting his father to inquire as to what 
was pleasing him so. 

“Oh, nothing Father, just imaging a day when I will be as 
happy as you and Mother." 

Two days later Archie set off on horseback for Manchester, 
in a saddle he'd custom made for his disfigured leg. His 
mother had packed him oatcakes, cheese, honey, and 
various herbs; the latter two being for both nourishment and 
first aid. Honey, his mother assured him, could kill infection 
and some herbs, when boiled into tea or eaten on their own 
could reduce fever, pain, swelling and other ailments. 
Archie never understood where her knowledge came from 
but he'd seen her ways work. He made a habit of following 
her teachings, even learning the names, appearance and 
favorite growing areas of some of the most important herbs - 
a lesson he would be glad of when circumstances would 
force him to new lands across the Atlantic. 

His father pressed two small silver coins into his palm as 
they embraced for what would be their final good-bye, 
although neither knew it at the time. 



“Father, I can't possibly take this money." 

“Son, you will take it", James said firmly. “Hopefully you 
will never need it, but I will not send you out into English 
territory without means. Those people have terrorized Scots 
for centuries. As soon as they hear your speech they will 
judge you. You must never let them break your sprit. You 
are a son of Scotland. Let no English bastard treat you any 
less than equal." 

Archie had never seen his father this enflamed. He knew 
the stories of the Clearances, of Culloden, of misplaced 
loyalties and the greed that drove Scots to turn on each 
other, but those were the tales of his grandfather, great¬ 
grandfather and their fathers. Surely, by now the old 
wounds should have healed, but in Scotland, the wind 
driven ghosts still sing of the memories as they swirl in the 
mists of the mountains. Legend says the ghosts will only 
rest when Scotland is free. Obviously, for his father, the 
ghosts speak loudly and passionately. Archie loved his 
home but did not feel the same hatred towards the English 
that the rest of his family did. He sometimes wondered if it 
was because his lameness had kept him from stalking and 
traveling through the whispering mountains as a youth. Had 
he been able to do that, would he have felt the cool embrace 
of his forefathers as they told their tales, would his blood 
have boiled as their spirits fed their memories into his soul? 

Archie sighed as he resigned himself to never knowing 
what would have been if his birth had been different. He 
hugged his father tighter and whispered, “I will take the 
silver, but I will bring it back and more." He felt his father 
relax in his embrace and as they separated he knew he'd 
made his father happy. 

One of the mare's two saddlebags was filled with an 
extra shirt, extra breeches and his mother's package of food 
and herbs. The second bag contained a large tartan cloth 
woven by his sister, his leather hunting sling and a few 
stones as ammunition; assuring he would be able to hunt for 
rabbits and small birds along his way, and his brother's 



second pistol. Jamie had insisted he take it as defense 
during the trip, even including a small bag of lead shot and 
a small horn of powder. 

Jamie and Archie had had the typical older 
brother/younger brother relationship, Archie being envious 
of his older brother's seeming invincibility and Jamie being 
envious of their parents' apparent preference for Archie. As 
with most families, perception is far from fact. James and 
Margaret loved all their children for the special gifts inherent 
in each individual. Luckily, Jamie had married a good 
woman who explained the many ways in which his parents 
admired him and relied on him, allowing Jamie to put aside 
his animosity towards his younger brother. In the last few 
years the brothers had grown close. Jamie was shaken to see 
him leave, but hopeful he would soon return and settle back 
in their valley where they could raise their children together. 

Archie started southeast out of the valley, often turning in 
his saddle to wave to his family standing at the top of the 
small hill near his parents' home. His mother, in her sky- 
blue plaid skirt and white shirt blended into the horizon; but 
for her long, obsidian hair in a plait over her heart, he would 
not have known she stood there watching him until he 
vanished into the curvature of the Earth. 

He told himself he would return; he repeated it so often 
as he rode that day he almost convinced himself it would be 
true. 

On the ninth day of his journey, he arrived in Manchester. 
Reverend Duncan had arranged for him to board at the 
home of Reverend Francis, the head of Cathedral Church, 
until such time as Archie had funds to find a home of his 
own - or return to Scotland, as Archie liked to remind 
himself. 

Reverend Francis and his wife were kindly folk who took 
him under their wing making sure he settled comfortably. 
Work at the packaging case factory was hard, but with few 
living expenses, Archie was saving a respectable amount of 
money. 



“Archie,” said Reverend Francis as he knocked on Archie's 
slightly open door after Sunday services and lunch. 

"Please, come in Reverend,” replied Archie who was 
sitting at the small table in his room writing a letter home to 
his family. 

Reverend Francis pushed upon the door, entered the 
room and took a seat on the corner of Archie's bed. 

"Archie, I've invited some friends over for tea this 
afternoon. I was hoping you could join us. It would do you 
good to make acquaintances in town and the Aitkin family 
are well respected and very kind people.” 

"Of course. Reverend. I would be happy to join you. May 
I enquire as to the occupation of Mr. Aitkin? I should like to 
make a good impression on your friends and have 
intelligent, suitable conversation prepared.” 

"John is a plasterer and mason. His family has worked on 
many of the churches and grand homes in England over the 
decades. His wife is the daughter of a mason. Together they 
have four children. Two sons, one is following in the 
footsteps of his father and the other is following the path of 
God into the priesthood. And there are two daughters, Jane 
and Abigail. Abigail will be accompanying her parents to 
tea. A very sweet girl and just a year younger than 
yourself.” 

Archie saw the twinkle in the old man's eye as the last 
sentence left his lips. Archie was being introduced to a 
woman deemed acceptable to marry a Scottish cripple. Well 
this should be Illuminating, thought Archie to himself as he 
smiled at Reverend Francis. 

Archie heard the knock at the door signaling the arrival of 
the Aitkin family and made his way down to the sitting room. 

Mr. John Aitkin stood from his wooden chair immediately, 
introduced himself and offered his hand in the usual gesture 
of greeting. Archie took his hand and felt a strange but 
familiar tap on the back of his wrist from his new 
acquaintance. The memory of the strange gesture took 



Archie back to Scotland for a moment; to an introduction 
that had been made between himself and a member of his 
mother's clan. He'd thought nothing of it at the time, just 
attributed it to Highlander mannerisms, but now in light of 
Mr. Aitkin's identical gesture he made a mental note to 
investigate its significance. 

Mr. Aitkin withdrew his hand with a quizzical expression 
on his face. Owing to his mother's clan he'd thought surely 
this man would have been initiated into the brotherhood. 
Perhaps there was not time before Old Robinson died or they 
felt him unworthy due to his deformity. John Aitkin wracked 
his brain trying to recall the date of Old Robinson's death, 
was it before young Archie was of age? “Well then", he 
thought to himself, “it falls to me, I will determine his 
worthiness and invite him to join us." 

While it was true John Aitkin's family had been masons in 
England for decades, the fact was, he was a distant relation 
of Archie's through Margaret, specifically Archie's mother's 
Robinson line. John's mother had been a Robinson; she 
married his father whom she met as an apprentice mason 
living with her family. The Robinsons had come to England 
from Scotland searching for work not long after John was 
born. 

When Reverend Francis, a Freemason himself, had 
mentioned the parentage of his new boarder to John during 
the last meeting, John inquired why Reverend Francis did 
not bring him to the assembly. Reverend Francis indicated 
he didn't believe the boy to be initiated. John was aghast at 
this, a Robinson not a Freemason? This he would have to 
confirm for himself. 

With confirmation firmly established, John recognized it 
fell to him to speak with Archie, in private, and soon...The 
man should know his people and make use of the 
connections they afforded in this hellish place. For now, 
however, introductions remained to be made in the small 
sitting room. 



“I would like to present my wife, Ann, and our daughter 
Abigail,” said John as the two women rose from the damask 
covered settee upon which they'd perched. 

Archie couldn't deny the lass was pleasing to the eye. 
Dark chocolate hair hung in waves down over her shoulders 
framing her face of cream colored skin into which were set 
the greenest eyes he had ever seen. Green, the color of 
Highland grass, with flecks of golden wheat which the 
candle light in the room caught has she turned to look in his 
direction causing fire to leap into his heart. 

He determined, at that moment, she would be his wife. 
He had never felt this draw towards another, not even a 
member of his own family. He wanted to reach out and 
touch her hair, her cheek, anything to make the moment 
real and not a dream; but decorum demanded abstinence. 

He walked towards his Abigail, bowed slightly, to the 
amusement of the older couples in the room, and blushed 
bright red. 

Abigail's own face broke into a grin as she immediately 
recognized she was his, forevermore, and bobbed into a little 
curtsy while trying to stifle a giggle. 

The silence that settled on the room, as Abigail's parents 
and Reverend Francis and his wife recognized the birth of 
love, was an aria of its own; broken only by the crash of pots 
from the kitchen, as Cook backed into her just scrubbed and 
drying metal-ware, when she retreated too quickly from the 
doorway where she'd been eavesdropping on the 
introductions. 

On February 12, 1859 Archibald Campbell and Abigail 
Aitkin were married at Cathedral Church in Victoria Street, 
Manchester, England. 


February, 1869 
Manchester, England 



Manchester in the 19 *^ Century was an over-crowded, 
filthy, disease ridden city for those without great wealth. 
Archie worked endless hours constructing wooden packing 
crates for the local cotton mills to support his growing family. 
Baby Mary had been born a year after he and Abbie had 
married, followed by Margaret (Maggie) in 1862 and Abigail 
(Wee Abbie) in 1864. Two babes had been born since 
Abbie's birth, but had been lost within weeks. He'd grieved 
for them at the time, but since he'd never really gotten to 
know them he tried not to dwell on the loss and dedicated 
himself to the living. His girls were his reason for surviving, 
they were his pride and his joy. Mary looked so much like his 
own mother it was startling. Maggie and Abbie favored his 
wife and her family - except for their shocks of red curls, 
which his father-in-law assured him, teasingly, were from 
“those ib/ooc^y Campbells." Archie hoped one day to travel 
back to Scotland with his wee lassies and show them off to 
the family he'd left there. He often told Abigail about the 
wide-open spaces; clear, clean air; and sweet drinking water 
found in his little valley. They fantasized about teaching 
everyone to swim in the loch, climbing the hills with his 
family; even plowing fields and sheering sheep began to 
take on romantic notions while living in this wretched city. 
These fantasies and daydreams of a better life in Scotland, 
kept them both going in these darkest of times. 

Archie stood at the long assembly table along the 
windowed southern wall of the box factory where the light 
was better for most of the long day. He'd gotten to the point 
he could nail the strips of wood to the frame, made by his 
work-partner Harry, almost without looking at them, giving 
him the occasion to gaze out the windows at the River Irwell 
and wonder what it would be like to be a bird or a fish, your 
day consumed with foraging, yet ignorant of the need of 
money. Granted there was no life in the Irwell right now, all 
having been suffocated by the mucus-like viscosity of the 
water; a result of human and industrial waste being dumped 
all hours of the day into the river, but any body of water 



made Archie think of Loch Awe, teaming with life and 
surrounded by friends and family. 

Archie snapped out of his daydream as he caught a rapid 
movement out of the corner of his right eye. His father-in- 
law had thrown open the side door of the factory causing it 
to smack into the brick wall of the building and rushed into 
the dark, grimy workroom, filled with the sound of wood 
planks being shuffled and hammered together and the smell 
of unwashed male bodies. 

Archie rose with such a quick jolt he almost fell over. The 
expression on John Aitkin's face told him something horrible 
had happened. 

'Archie, you must come with me at once... it's Mary.... a 
fever and, and... fits!", exclaimed John in between gulping 
breaths of air. 

Without a thought to the fact he might lose his job, 
Archie bolted for the doors and took off towards his home in 
Caton Street as fast as his gnarled leg would let him hobble. 

That night, as his wife sobbed, rocking the lifeless body of 
their first-born child, Archie vowed to get his family out of 
England! 

At first, he thought they should go north, to Scotland. 
Surely working outside in the clean, fresh air would be 
better for his family than living in this smoke choked, 
excrement encrusted slum. Archie afforded himself a few 
moments to wonder where it all went so wrong. 

When he'd arrived in late summer 1858, Manchester had 
been expanding at an alarming rate. The mills needed 
workers and rural farmers, especially Irish escaping the 
Potato Famine, needed work; but it had still been 
manageable to find a place to live and support a family. 
Then the cotton famine, brought about by the American Civil 
War, caused mills to close and workers to struggle to survive 
until 1864 when shipments of raw cotton began arriving 
again. Luckily, during those three years, Archie had been 
able to continue producing crates for other industries - 



primarily the woolen mills, but it had been a great effort to 
provide for his family and he understood why the city had 
fallen into even greater disrepair because everyone had 
been focused on basic survival. 

Now, a mere five years later, the city was heaving at the 
seams as more and more mill workers flooded the area to 
staff the over 100 factories which were now churning out 
products to be shipped around the world. 

His once small but peaceful home in Caton Street was 
now plunged into constant darkness by factories that had 
sprung up everywhere; factories that blocked the sun with 
their enormous obesity and suffocated everything with the 
constant sooty smoke billowing from them. His home, which 
had once had a small garden, was now enclosed on all sides, 
save for a small walk to get to his front door, by hastily built, 
shabby shacks leaking vile fluids from every crevasse. 
Constant construction and railways running night and day, 
deafened his peace. His thoughts turned furious. This city, 
this COUNTRY, is no piace to raise a famiiy! We march as 
nothing more than buckets of coal, wagons of peat, and 
carts of wood into her gaping maw to be consumed for the 
pleasure of Victoria. We are naught but fuel for the fetid 
heaving beast of Manchester; we feed her fiery, gluttonous 
belly that exists only to enrich the Blue Blood of the British 
Isles. 

He shoved himself up from his chair so forcefully he 
startled Abbie who by now had stopped the heaving sobs of 
a broken mother and taken to rocking back and forth while 
smoothing her firstborn's jet colored hair. 

He walked slowly towards her as her eyes begged him not 
to take Mary from her. He reached down and lifted up his 
now soulless daughter from the lap of her mother; he looked 
into her eyes, still red from the fever that stole her life, and 
wanted to scream the pain from his heart, but held back 
knowing that he had to be strong for Abbie and his 
remaining daughters. He carried Mary into the next room 
and laid her on the white cotton sheet his mother-in-law. 



Ann, had laid out. Ann washed and wrapped Mary while 
Archie and John stole away to the riverbank. 

“Father”, as John had insisted Archie call him, began. ”We 
must leave...” was all he could get out before breaking into 
sobs of his own. 

John put a large, firm hand on Archie's shoulder and 
nodded in agreement. "Yes, you and Abbie and the girls 
must leave. Ann and I are too old to start over, and 
becoming a burden to you and the girls would destroy me. 
We will sell what we can and travel to Scotland where we 
can live out our days in a small croft, as we don't need much 
to live day to day. You have children to think of and you 
know your duty to educate them will be a heavy enough 
cross to bear even without a pair of ancients like Ann and 
myself weighting you down.” John let his hand fall away 
from Archie's shoulder and turned towards the river. 

"Archie”, he continued, "I want you to know I love you like 
my own son. You have made my daughter happy and done 
everything in your power to provide a safe, healthy home for 
your family. Your father and mother would be so proud to 
know what kind of man you became. It breaks my heart to 
say this but, it seems to me you have only two options; 
return to Scotland and struggle to find a position you are fit 
to fill, or go to America where there are more opportunities. 
The Brotherhood can help you make connections in America 
and of course we would help you here, but there just aren't 
as many prospects and so many people vying for them.” 

"Father, I just don't know if I can leave. Going to America 
would mean never seeing my family again, never setting 
foot on Scottish soil again...it might tear my soul in two, the 
halves separated by the Atlantic.” 

"It stops my heart, and Ann's too, to recognize we will 
never see you, Abigail and the girls again, but we truly think 
it is the best thing for you all. You should speak with Abigail 
and decide, but I warn you, staying in Manchester is not an 
option. You will lose more of your precious babies, and Ann 



and I won't be here much longer. There is nothing but pain 
for you in England." 

The two men began walking back to Archie's home in 
silence. 

John spoke first, "I look forward to meeting your parents 
and shaking the hands of the people who raised you. I will 
carry letters to them from you and kiss your mother for you. 
Once you are settled in America you can write to all of us 
through Father Francis and the Brotherhood; they will make 
sure to relay your letters to us, and our responses to you. 
You won't be alone Archie, I promise." 

John had seen to it that Archie joined the local Lodge 
soon after Archie and Abbie had married. Archie had been 
surprised that such an organization existed and that no one 
had told him about it considering his family's long history of 
involvement. Being a Mason could mean the difference 
between getting a position and your family starving. Archie 
supposed that in Loch Awe there wasn't much need for 
connections as everyone already knew everyone; but in a 
city such as Manchester, where the influx of people seemed 
never ending and trusting strangers could get you killed; 
the Brotherhood was truly a lifesaving organization. 

That night, as the four adults sat by the glow of 
candlelight; Mary's body encased in a casket, contrived by 
her father and grandfather from bits and pieces taken from 
the waste pile at the packing box factory; it was decided 
that Archie would sail for America at the earliest date he 
could, and Abbie and the girls would move in with John and 
Ann until Archie sent for them. 

John went home that night and immediately set about 
writing to the Lodges in New York and Pennsylvania in an 
effort to find a position for Archie. He also wrote a separate 
letter for Archie, one, which he would tuck into his trunk, 
and hope Archie would find it when he needed it most. 

Three weeks later the Grand Lodge of New York was the 
first to respond with word of a situation for Archie. It seems 
John Aitkin's name carried a bit of recognition, owing to the 



Grand Lodge being populated by some of his distant 
cousins, and the members did their best to secure both 
employment and lodging for Archie as quickly as possible. 

Dear Brother Aitkin, 

We are pieased to announce we have found a way to heip 
your son-in-iaw find both a position and iodging in New 
York City Upon his arrivai in the city, piease have hinn 
contact us at our buddings iocated at the corner of Sixth 
Avenue and Twenty-Third Street in New York City, and he 
win be sure to find himseif quickiy settied and weii on his 
way to providing a means to bring the rest of his famiiy 
west to join him. 

Yours in Brotherhood 


Monday, September 6, 1869 
Liverpool, England 

Archie stood on the lower deck of the steam ship, City of 
Antwerp, watching the shore as long as he could still see a 
scrap of it on the horizon. The chaos of the day's boardings 
in Liverpool and Queenstown, Ireland had settled to a dull 
hum below his feet. He stood there, still as a statue, until 
the sun set and the horizon was nothing but a dim white 
strip of moonlight sandwiched between heaven and the sea. 

All told, the ship carried 972 passengers, 874 of them 
packed in steerage, the deck between the first and second- 
class cabins and the cargo hold below. Over half of the 
steerage passengers sailing on this crossing, of which Archie 
was one, were Irish, about a third were English and the rest 
were Swedish. The ship had originally been built as a mail 
steamer, but with the exodus of Europeans fleeing to North 
America increasing monthly, it was rather profitable to haul 
humans along with the post. 



A crewmember, Johnny Myers, leaned back against the 
side of the ship studying the man before him. Johnny 
guessed the tall, steady Scotsman before him to be about 
thirty; no grey in the wind tussled blonde hair, nothing but 
the hint of laugh lines etched into his face, and yet he 
seemed older than thirty in some aspects. He was a 
contradiction in many ways.... A strong, proud man yet 
obviously crippled in his leg; an injury that would have 
made most men bitter and surly. Educated and well spoken, 
yet traveling in steerage, alone; when one would think him a 
family man, considering the gentle way he'd earlier helped 
the young children get situated below. His gaze was sad, 
but his demeanor hopeful. He was not a shriveled broken 
man by any means but there was a sadness that crept into 
Johnny as he watched Archie. 

Johnny had seen Archie board and had appreciated his 
calm attitude and its effect on the passengers around him as 
he tried to help point out berth numbers and shove 
mattresses into them for the women and children traveling 
alone. The loading in Queenstown had been the smoothest 
Johnny had ever witnessed, thanks in part to Archie's help. 

Johnny, even at the ripe old age of eighteen, had seen 
enough to imagine what might have brought Archie to be on 
this ship, alone and looking so far away. 

“Hopefully," Johnny found himself thinking, “America 
would offer a dose of happiness to this deserving man." 
Johnny sighed, pushed himself away from the wood hull 
behind him with the palms of his hands, and walked the 
three steps to the rail where Archie stood. 

Johnny touched Archie on the shoulder, waking him from 
his trance to warn him below deck; it wouldn't do to have 
the captain find passengers on deck during unauthorized 
times. 

“Sir, you really should go below now and settle into your 
berth," said Johnny as Archie turned towards the hand on his 
shoulder. 



Archie's blank stare focused on Johnny and recognition 
struggled to the surface of his mind. 

“Oh, yes, of course, thank you", sputtered Archie as he 
realized it was now dark and he and Johnny were the only 
ones the deck of the ship. 

Archie remembered Johnny from when they'd all boarded, 
he'd been standing at the top of the steerage gang plank 
recording names, taking tickets, issuing berth assignments 
and shouting instructions over the noisy chaos of nearly 300 
passengers in Liverpool and another 600 or so in 
Queenstown; most of whom were trying to shove towards 
the single door that led to the tween-decks area between 
the upper-class cabin deck and the cargo hold below. 
Everyone pushed, shoved and jostled in order to claim their 
planked piece of real estate for the journey to New York. 

Archie had been in his bunk when they docked in 
Queenstown. A curious venture to the steerage deck, to 
watch, had led to hours of hauling a myriad of Irish 
possessions, and not a few children, down the stairs into the 
family berth section. Archie had seen the first few single 
mothers trudge on board with mattress strapped to their 
backs, pulling a trunk with one hand and a serpentine of 
children with the other; and nearly choked on his own sobs 
as he thought of Abigail and his girls back at home and 
considered the idea they would be making this journey, 
alone, in hopefully a year's time, at the most. Unable to do 
anything but throw himself into the work at hand to avoid 
the guilt and pain and heartbreak of leaving his girls behind, 
he grabbed the first trunk and armful of children nearest 
him and hobbled down the stairs into the dark. 

Johnny smiled in the weak moonlight to ease the alarm in 
Archie's face. Archie smile back, appreciative of the 
compassion, and began to walk to the door to the single 
men's berths. 

Johnny couldn't help himself and asked shyly, “Sir, where 
is your family?" 



Expecting the worst, relief spread across Johnny's face as 
Archie explained he'd left Abbie and his girls back in 
Manchester, with her parents, while he sailed for New York to 
find a home and secure a job so that they could follow him 
west. 

Johnny was glad to know that such a gentle man had a 
good family waiting for him to send for them, but was 
puzzled by the conflict that played on Archie's brow as he 
talked of his wife and children. 

Johnny cocked an eyebrow as if to say, "Aaaaand....". 
Johnny sensed there was more to the story. 

Archie grinned in understanding. “You're a quick one 
Johnny. Yes, there is a bit more to the tale. My wife is 
pregnant, we think with our first son, and I do hate to leave 
her knowing she will deliver the bairn before I can send for 
her. Truth be told, the pregnancy is the main reason she and 
the girls stayed in Manchester, I could not, in good 
conscience, uproot her to a foreign land in her condition. It's 
unsettling enough for me to imagine what awaits me, a 
grown man, in America, in New York." 

Archie chewed on those last five words; they felt so 
unusual coming out of his mouth, and the image of them 
that played across his mind as he said them was based only 
on rumor and imagination run wild....it was the unknown 
reality that unnerved him. 

Johnny caught the battle between awe and fear in 
Archie's eyes as he said his last words. He wished he could 
ease his new friend's unease and tell him of New York, but 
truth be told, Johnny barely set foot off the boats if he could 
help it. Johnny's plan was to continue to sail for whomever 
would pay him until enough could be saved to buy his own 
farm far from the wretchedness of New York City. Getting off 
the boats for too long between crossings was asking for 
trouble of which Johnny wanted no part. 

Johnny did come up with one bit of useful advice from the 
packets of information stored in his brain, which he'd 
gleaned from passengers during his many crossings. 



“Mr. Campbell, you must try to settle in Brooklyn. It is to 
the east of New York City. There, I believe, you will find 
kinder employers and better housing." 

"Why thank you, Johnny. I'll be sure to investigate 
Brooklyn. How is it that you know of the conditions there?" 

Johnny quirked a little wry smile, "It's amazing what 
people will say in the presence of people whom they 
consider beneath them and therefore invisible." 

Archie shot up his own eyebrow at that and chuckled in 
agreement. This lad grew more and more interesting by the 
moment. 

"How is it that one so young has such insight into the 
world and such a command of language?" 

"Well sir, when one has a mother who insisted education 
was worth more than money and traded her serwcesfor her 
son's tutoring, one finds oneself in possession of a brain 
filled with facts, numbers, words and the ability to use them. 
However, when that same someone finds he lacks the social 
standing to use his learned brain in good company one must 
make his own way in another society." 

Archie outright laughed at the image of Johnny's mother 
trading her services for tutoring, imaging a little tweedy 
man, still ruddy in the face from a whole two minutes with La 
Dame, settling down to teach the boy his numbers and 
letters. 

"Your mother must be quite a woman!" Archie chuckled. 

"She was, that she was." Said Johnny quietly. "She died 
two years ago, in London, of consumption. I took her back to 
Ireland to bury her with her family, and while I was trying to 
have a quiet beer, waiting for my ship in Queenstown to 
take me back to England, I overheard some lads debating 
the merits of sailing with the Inman Line verses the Guion 
Line. On my way across the Sea, I began thinking about my 
future, wondering if working on a ship would suit me. My 
mother had left me a bit of money, but I'd spent a good 
amount taking her back to Ireland. When my ship docked in 
Liverpool I sought out the offices of the Inman Line, having 



heard they were the best to work for and met Captain 
Moorehouse, or rather ran into him, walking in the door 
while he was walking out. I've sailed with him for the last 
two years. I am saving my wages and hope to settle in 
America one day. I've heard the west offers parcels of land 
to anyone brave enough to settle them...l think I could do 
that." 

Johnny stared off into the dark grey of the night seeing 
the vision that often played across his mind when he 
thought of settling in the west; a woman, his wife; happy 
and laughing in the sunshine with his children. A picnic on 
their land with fresh milk, fresh fruits and vegetables and 
plenty of fresh air, a welcome rest from hours of hard work 
on his own land. 

Archie sighed and looked down at his twisted leg, "Yes, I 
think it would be a better life to farm in the open air, under 
the wide skies. Perhaps my children will one day travel to 
the west and own a piece of earth." 

The two men walked off towards the door to the 'tween 
decks, shook hands and said goodnight. 

Archie climbed into his berth and felt the mattress Abigail 
had made embrace him. It was a sad substitute for his wife 
but he did his best to sleep alone for the first time in years. 
He dropped a hand down the side of his berth and felt one of 
his two trunks underneath; trunks he'd built with his own 
hands, sturdy and sound they were. Filled with his only 
possessions in the world right now, their existence 
comforted him. One had been packed by Abigail; and while 
he hadn't looked at the contents in detail, he knew it to 
contain clothes and blankets. The other trunk was filled 
with his tools; the tools of a carpenter that he'd collected 
since moving to England ...two hammers, a square, chalk, 
two small hand saws, two wood-carving knives and three 
chisels; all safely wrapped by him in oiled rags to keep the 
wooden handles from drying and the metal from rusting. At 
this moment, he considered that box to be the most 
valuable item on this ship as it contained those that were to 



be his livelihood upon reaching America and the means by 
which he would provide for his family. Archie fell asleep 
holding the rope handle of his tool chest and woke in the 
morning with the twisted pattern embossed in the palm of 
his hand. 

The ten-day crossing was relatively uneventful; in the 
context of mid-nineteenth century Atlantic crossings - no 
deaths, no births and the captain had stocked sufficient 
supplies for the journey. There were, of course, the 
customary daily temper flares as mothers and wives waited 
hours for their turn at the fires to cook their porridge rations, 
and children grew bored and irritable crammed together in 
small quarters. 

Well into the third day Archie and some of the fathers 
decided it would be best for everyone's mental health to 
keep the children busy while the mothers were off waiting 
too do the cooking or washing. 

At Archie's request, Johnny had been able to scrounge up 
some tiny bits of wood from the cargo area; scraps from 
repairs he assumed, and deliver them to Archie, who had in 
turn spent his mostly sleepless evenings carving tiny figures 
to keep his mind off his growing homesickness. Archie gave 
out his miniature, wooden menagerie of horses, dogs, cows, 
cats, falcons and rabbits, to the children as rewards for 
scrubbed floor boards; clean berths, feet, hands, behind the 
ears, the best story, the best song and anything else he and 
the fathers could come up with to keep the urchins busy. 

By the seventh day, Archie reckoned the tween decks and 
its inhabitants were sweeter smelling than the first-class 
passengers. He sat in the common room of the single men's 
area and watched the children in the family section; they 
were all quite occupied playing with their new wooden 
figurines - some put on plays from inside their berths, while 
others waged wars between dogs and cows. Archie had 
made some wooden balls one night, which were now being 
used in a game of horse skittles along one wall of the family 
common room. 



Archie found himself wondering about the futures of all 
the people on the ship with him...Where were they going? 
What were their plans? 

For the next two nights, while the children settled into 
sleep and the adults enjoyed as much calm as could be 
obtained on a ship at sea, Archie encouraged his 'tween- 
deck mates to share their stories. Many planned on settling 
in New York or making their way to Pennsylvania, where they 
had family waiting to embrace them. The Swedes, nearest 
Archie could tell, had plans for Ohio and points west. Most 
of his new friends were farmers and told of letters they'd 
received from family already in America describing large 
swaths of rich soil ready to be seeded. In later years, he 
would learn the realities of life in America, for some of these 
folks, turned out to be working in mines, back breaking work 
building railroads, and suffering through the harshest of 
winters...but for now it was nice to dream of sunshine and 
fresh air. 


Wednesday, September 15, 1869 
Castle Garden, New York 

The City of Antwerp had steamed into New York's upper 
bay the afternoon of the 14*^, but had to wait for the 
Boarding Department to clear the passengers to disembark. 
By the time the Boarding Department had eliminated the 
need to quarantine the ship due to contagious disease, 
passed out numbers for processing and gathered the 
passenger manifest night had almost fallen and the 
passengers of the City of Antwerp were told they would 
spend one final night on the ship. 

It had been a sleepless night on the 'tween deck as 
everyone realized they were here, in America, thousands of 
miles from home and in a land with different laws, customs 
and obstacles. The children were excited to get off the ship 
finally. They had packed their bags the night before and 



were up at the crack of sunup to prod their parents, who 
found themselves dragging their feet, thinking they almost 
preferred staying on ship to facing what unknowns awaited 
them in this land. 

Upon docking on the morning of the 15th, the passengers 
and their belongings were shuttled from the ship to the 
processing center by tugboats and barges. 

Archie held back to let the families disembark first and 
also in hopes of saying goodbye to Johnny, with whom he'd 
continued the friendship they'd begun that first night at sea. 
Archie had spotted Johnny on the first-class deck, organizing 
the removal of that class's luggage. He remained on his own 
deck, unsure of leaving his two chests unattended, hoping 
to catch Johnny's eye. 

While he waited, he watched the slow procession of the 
clustered families as they boarded small boats which then 
carried them to a shore dominated by a round building of 
red granite that looked more like a fortification against war 
than a comforting bosom of welcome. He watched as they 
stepped onto American soil for the first time, a little wobbly 
after ten days at sea, but finding their footing rather quickly. 
Nerves were on edge as it became apparent that their 
possessions would be stored in another part of the building 
from where processing was to take place; but hastily carved 
initials and the removal of the dearest items to be carried on 
their persons made the new arrivals submit to their removal 
a little easier. 

The steerage passengers had to go through their own 
immigration area where they were given a medical check to 
look for fever, vermin or any condition, which would prevent 
them supporting themselves. Those found to be infirm were 
sent to Ward's Island, the rest were sent into the center of 
the rotunda, under the dome, where they sat in order based 
on the numbers that had been handed out the day before by 
the Boarding Department. 

Johnny caught Archie by surprise, coming up behind him, 
as he was lost in the scene below. 



“It's not as bad as it looks", said Johnny. 

Archie started but turned slowly towards his friend, now 
at his side along the rail and also looking down at the newly 
disembarked. 

"Yes, it seems slow and tedious, though not abusive in 
any way", replied Archie. "But I can't help but think of 
Abbie and the girls having to go through this when they 
arrive. Hopefully I can write to them and ease their minds a 
bit as to the process. I will be waiting for them on the other 
side of the building, but it does not look like I will be able to 
join them until they've been cleared. Abbie is a strong 
woman, and Maggie and Wee Abbie will be well strong 
enough to help her carry their possessions and baby 
Thomas. I'm sure she will be fine..." 

"Baby Thomas?" Johnny interrupted. 

"Yes, did I not tell you? That is the name we have chosen 
if the bairn is a boy. James Thomas Campbell after my 
father, but we shall call him Thomas." 

The two men chatted a bit longer until it was clear Archie 
would have to leave the rail and join the last group of the 
steerage passengers if he planned on disembarking. He 
actually thought, for a brief flicker of a moment, of going to 
the captain and asking to buy a ticket for their return 
voyage to Liverpool in two days, but he knew what he 
needed to do and hoisted his two trunks over his shoulders. 

He'd given Johnny the address of the Mason lodge as a 
means to contact him should he ever have need and with a 
final wink to the lad he boarded the skiff that was to take 
him to his first step on another continent. 

Archie decided to scoot past the express workers who 
were taking luggage, to be placed in the warehouse, until it 
could be delivered to an address in New York or a train depot 
for those continuing on. He'd decided, after watching some 
of the express men exercise their sticky fingers, to play 
ignorant of the luggage policy and just carry them with him 
to the medical examination reasoning that by then he'd 
have come so far no on would send him back outside. 



His plan worked and Archie found himself sitting in a 
huge waiting area in the center of the Castle with, he 
estimated, 2000 other travelers who had traveled on the 
other ships they'd skirted by this morning while the Antwerp 
docked. 

After two sweltering hours, Archie finally heard his 
number called. He stood, pulled his chests out from their 
spot under the bench he'd been sitting on and walked up to 
the little man in a black wool suit who had called his 
number. 

“Name!" said the little man gruffly. 

“Archibald Campbell." answered Archie. 

“From?" 

“England." 

“What's your destination?" 

“Here, New York." 

The little man scribbled in the ledger after Archie 
answered each question. When he finished he glanced up 
and told Archie to take a seat back on the benches and that 
someone would come along to explain how to find work and 
lodging. 

Archie explained that he already had both waiting for 
him. 

The little man nearly fell off his stool at that information. 
Once he recovered he told Archie that he was free to be on 
his way and pointed towards the door that led to the north 
side of the building. 

Archie hoisted his two chests from the ground and strode 
out into the sunlight of a new country. 


Wednesday, September 7, 1870 
Castle Garden, New York 

Almost a year to the day of his own arrival, Archie stood 
outside the northern doors of the Castle waiting for his 
family. 



The last year had been impossibly hard...He worked and 
saved and worked and saved so he could purchase tickets 
for Abbie and the girls to come west and so he could find a 
home suitable for his small family. He'd followed Johnny's 
advice and moved across the East River to Brooklyn after 
nearly ten months in the Five Points boarding-house the 
Brotherhood had found for him. He found both housing and 
employment in Brooklyn; the latter being with James 
Dykeman's packing box factory. 

Luckily, he and Abbie had been able to send letters back 
and forth during the separation, keeping each other's spirits 
up; especially on the news of James Thomas's birth. Archie 
was overjoyed at the prospect of seeing his girls and 
meeting his son for the first time. In his last letter, he had 
explained the manner by which they would be processed 
through the Castle, so he knew they would be fine. Right 
now, his main concern was the disposition of their luggage 
and mattresses; the last thing he wanted was for their few 
possessions to go missing or for them to have to pay the 
expressman's ransom when he tried to hold their items 
hostage in an attempt to squeeze out a few extra dollars 
upon delivery. Archie had been able to borrow Mr. 
Dykeman's horse and cart and was desperately trying to 
figure out how to secure his family's belongings when 
suddenly he heard someone shouting his name. 

"Mr. Campbell! Mr. Campbell!" 

Archie turned towards the sound of the voice coming 
around from the east side of the building where the luggage 
warehouses sat. All he saw was a handcart piled high with 
chests and mattresses but we hobbled in the direction of the 
muffled voice. 

The driver of the cart set the handles down and poked his 
head around the side of the doubled over mattress stacked 
three high perched, on top of two stories of trunks. 

"Johnny!" shouted Archie absolutely amazed at the sight 
of his old friend before him. "Whatever are you doing here 
and how is it that you came to be calling my name?" 



“I just sailed in on the Manhattan with your wife and 
children”, explained Johnny. "It was the most fortuitous 
decision I made to sail with the Guion Line while Captain 
Moorehouse is convalescing at home, he's broken his leg you 
see. While boarding passengers in Liverpool I took down the 
name Abigail Campbell with an infant son named Thomas 
and two daughters. I remembered discussing your family 
and thought it must be one and the same. I sought her out 
once we'd left Queenstown and enquired if her husband was 
named Archie. I don't need to tell you how excited we both 
were to have found each other, as it seems you've 
mentioned me in your letters home. Over the course of the 
trip we got to discussing the debarkation and she mentioned 
you were going to obtain a means to transport them and 
their belongings home. I realized the need to bypass the 
usual warehouse procedure and rode over with them on the 
tug. I was able to wheel their things around the side and 
they've only just gone to the medical examination 
department. I expect it will be a bit before they are able to 
meet with a registration clerk and meet you. Perhaps we 
should load your cart and move into the shade to wait?” 

"By all means. Must you return to the ship immediately? 

I would dearly love to hear about your last twelve months.” 
said Archie as he began shifting items onto the back of the 
flat-bed cart hitched to the team of two horses. 

"No, I have a bit before I need to return. The captain has 
asked me to pick up a few supplies and given me till sunset 
to do so as a bit of a leave I suspect. It seems my 
implementing what I call the Campbell Protocol in the 
'tween decks has earned me a bit of respect from my 
superiors.” 

Archie looked at him quizzically, "The Campbell 
Protocol?” 

Johnny chuckled, "Why yes, the means by which we 
motivate the steerage passengers to create activities for 
their children which result in cleaning of the deck and 
passengers takes place. I was inspired by a man with whom 



I once sailed.” he said with a wink. "It seems that having 
clean, healthy passengers is good for business and what's 
good for business is good for Johnny's pocketbook. I've been 
receiving and extra pound per round trip if we clear 
quarantine inspection with top marks.” 

"Well, well, well, that's rather wonderful. Does this mean 
you are much closer to retiring from the sea?” 

"I haven't decided yet. I'm meeting with a land agent on 
my next return to New York and hope to discover what 
options are available within my price range”, said Johnny as 
he loaded the last of the mattress on the back of the wagon. 

Johnny and Archie sat on the edge of the wagon swinging 
their legs and talking in the shade. They must have lost 
track of time because suddenly a rush of skirts swirled 
around them and the horses startled with all the shouting of 
"Father! Father! Archie!” 

Once Archie got his bearings, he realized he was on his 
feet and completely encircled by his girls, two of whom had 
grown so much he might not have recognized them, and his 
wee little son shrieking in delight at all the sun glinting 
through the leaves above his head. 

Later that night, after all the children were asleep, Archie 
and Abbie sat at the small wooden table Archie had built 
using scraps from the factory. They held hands across the 
table, the only light in the small tenement a single candle 
glued to a broken saucer by its own melted wax. There were 
so many words each wanted to say that none came, until 
Abbie leapt up from her chair remembering a promise she'd 
made... 

"Archie”, she began as she returned from the bedroom 
with a small tartan roll in her hands, "your mother came to 
me just before we left Lancashire. It seemed silly to have 
Father write you of the visit, since the letter and I probably 
would have sailed on the same ship.” 

"Mother came to Lancashire?” Archie asked bewildered. 
"Why would she travel that far?” Suddenly Archie's heart 



sank as he thought perhaps his father had died and his 
mother had come to him for help! 

Reading the concern on Archie's face, Abbie quickly 
explained that she had had her father write to Margaret to 
tell her and James of Abbie and the children's plan to join 
Archie in America. 

Abbie had been writing back and forth with Margaret ever 
since Archie sailed a year ago. She knew that Margaret and 
James always held out hope that Archie would return from 
America and bring his family home to Scotland, it seemed 
only right to tell Margaret that the family was uniting in 
America and would probably never return to England, much 
less Scotland. 

Archie knew his wife and mother had been conversing 
and appreciated the concern his wife felt over his parents 
never seeing him again, but he never could have imagined 
his mother making that journey from Loch Awe to England. 

Still in shock he asked his wife to tell him of her visit. 

“She arrived with no notice one day. I recognized her 
immediately as she so resembles our own Mary, it was 
actually quite a shock to see our daughter, as she would 
have looked had she lived to be a grandmother. Your mother 
spent the hours playing with the children and telling them 
stories of your youth, of your father, of the Loch; I myself sat 
mesmerized by the pictures she painted with her words. 
When the children went to bed she and I sat up with Mother 
and Father to discuss our future in America. She said your 
father is much more resigned to never seeing you again, but 
she could not abide the idea of not kissing her grandchildren 
once in their lives and sending her love, in person, to you 
through me. When Mother and Father left she and I stayed 
up the rest of the night talking. She told me a story of her 
family that she said she had never told you. She told me of 
her mother's mother's mother. Did you know she was called 
a bana-bhuidseach, a witch?" 

Abbie could see by Archie's expression he recognized the 
word and knew the implication of the title but had never 



known one in his family to bear it. 

Abbie pressed on with the story, “She was called a witch 
because she was a healer; she controlled fever, she removed 
disease from wounds, she turned babies who were other 
than head-down, but she died before passing her knowledge 
to her daughter. Some suspected she died by other than 
natural means. All your mother knows is what was passed to 
her, by her own mother - a legend and this...," Abbie said as 
she passed Archie the roll of tartan in her hand. 

Archie turned it over in his own hands; feeling the weight 
of whatever was rolled inside, examining the brown plaid 
with a robin's-egg-blue line woven horizontally and 
vertically at one-inch intervals. 

He rubbed his thumb over the familiar weave of the fabric 
and began to untie the knotted leather strip that held the 
roll closed. He laid the gift on the table and rolled it open. 
Sewn onto the larger sheet of fabric were smaller scraps that 
created pockets and buttoned flaps over each one. He could 
feel something slender and heavy in the longest pocket in 
the center and undid the small bone button with his 
fingertips. 

He slid the long, thin bar of metal from the pocket, copper 
perhaps, he thought? The next pockets he opened 
contained dusty hints of the former contents...herbs of some 
sort, from the smell. 

The final pocket contained something both Abbie and 
Archie immediately identified as silver. It was a rough lump 
slightly larger than his thumb, dirt still clinging to the pits in 
the surface on one side as if it had been pulled from the 
earth and simply wiped clean with a cloth. The other side 
was smoother and seemed to have been polished at some 
point but was now splotched with tarnish. 

Husband and wife looked at each other as polished edges 
of the metal caught the candlelight, both wondering how his 
mother could have parted with this treasure. Surely, she 
must have known what was in the fabric pockets, having 



owned it since her own mother died, why had she never 
spent it? 

Archie heard Thomas stir in his cradle on the floor. He 
placed the metals back in their pockets and rolled the cloth 
back up as he'd found it; the contents could wait until his 
son was settled. 

Not fifteen minutes later, mother and son were soundly 
asleep in the bed next to the one where his daughters slept 
in the bedroom they would all share until Abbie found a 
place she liked better. Archie knew he should move his son 
to his cradle and join his wife in slumber but he was drawn 
back to the tartan on the table. 

He sat on the backless stool, resting his left cheek on his 
fist and rolling the cylinder of woven wool back and forth 
between the edges of one of the six in boards that made up 
the small table. He wondered why his mother had sent the 
packet yet no instructions...what was he meant to do with 
this gift? Was it to sell, thereby insuring decent living 
quarters for he and his family? No, he thought to himself, if 
it were that she wouid have simpiy said so. 

As he rolled the packet back and forth he began to notice 
something on the strip of leather that tied the roll together. 
He assumed it to be a trick of shadows caused by the 
candlelight and his tired eyes, but the more he stared at the 
leather the more he became convinced the lines he saw 
were not just random illusions. 

He sat up straight on his stool and untied the leather 
thong. He brought the candle closer to capture as much 
light as possible...along one edge of the strip, the area that 
would have had to have been physically cut from the larger, 
whole hide to create the ribbon of leather he found what 
looked like burn marks. He was certain they were not the 
result of the original cutting of the strap, they were at 
different angles to what would have been the top and 
bottom of the hide. He began playing with the strip of 
leather trying to figure out how the burn marks were related 
to each other. He laid the strip out flat and folded it back 



and forth in a zigzag pattern...nothing. He wrapped it back 
around the fabric to create the original roll and looked down 
at it from the top...nothing. 

For some reason, he suddenly wished Johnny was with 
him, surely together they'd be able to figure it out. 

Thinking of Johnny made him think of ships and suddenly 
he had an idea. A coH\ What if he made a coil of the thong 
with the edge in question facing upwards? 

It worked, after the second attempt anyway. 

In the first attempt, he'd chosen the wrong end to place 
at the center and ended up with all the marks creating 
nothing but a jumbled design. Selecting the opposite end 
and coiling the leather counter-clockwise on a hunch, he 
found his Instructions...Smaoinich. 

“Think?" he muttered to the coil. “What am I supposed to 
think? Oh, this is just pointless" chuffed Archie as he flicked 
the leather coil across the table. 

In sheer frustration, he pulled the woolen roll towards 
him, yanked the two chunks of metal from their pockets and 
did what the word told him to do...he thought... 

He thought about how the silver would pay for a very nice 
home for quite a while. He thought about his mother and 
wondered if she'd ever seen the message in the coil. He 
held the now empty scrap of tartan to his face and breathed 
in the scent of his home...he could smell the rain, the 
heather, the dark loamy soil and his mother's warm skin. He 
closed his eyes and imagined her face, he imagined she was 
thinking of him at this very moment and felt connected to 
home just long enough to help the sadness of his distance 
fade. 

When he opened his eyes, he happened to glance at the 
lumps of metal on the table now partly covered by the 
brown cloth. He thought he detected something different in 
their shape. He slowly lifted the cloth from the table, still in 
a bit of a dream state, and promptly fell off his stool trying to 
back away from the silver nugget from which his mother's 
face stared at him. 



“Mother?” whispered Archie. 

The image gave no indication she heard him as she 
continued to go on with the chore of making breakfast. 

All at once the image was gone. Archie picked up the 
lump and turned it over half expecting the image to 
reappear on the backside, but it was gone, the spell was 
broken. 

Deciding it was all too much to absorb right now and 
shaking from fear and joy, he wrapped the packet back just 
as it had been delivered to him, walked into the bedroom, 
lifted his tiny son and placed him in the cradle, and climbed 
into bed next to his wife - with the roll gripped firmly in his 
left hand. 


August 1 , 1905 
30 Howard Avenue 
Brooklyn, New York 

Archie knew his remaining time on Earth was short. He 
looked forward to seeing his babies in Heaven but he knew 
he needed to pass on the secret to Maggie, his only 
surviving child. 

Archie and Abbie had moved into The Tower Building on 
Hicks Street, the week it opened in 1879. It had been, by 
far, the most modern, clean and safe building they could 
afford but it still wasn't enough to stop Death. 

Baby Thomas had died in 1874 while Abbie was pregnant 
with Ada. Nellie came along in 1878, the year after Little 
Abbie died. Archie, Abbie, Maggie, Ada and Nellie lived 
together in their small tenement apartment in The Tower 
Building for many years...until wee Ada too passed away 
and Nellie was sent to the Craig Colony for Epileptics in 
Groveland, New York. 

Even now, more than 20 years later, Archie could still feel 
the unbearable heartbreak of all that loss. With a mental 
tongue, he prodded the pain - the days when Abbie wouldn't 



get out of bed and he himself thought dark, horrible 
thoughts - but Maggie always managed to pull them from 
the edge with her bright smile and endless energy. 

As he pulled the now ancient cloth roll from its hiding 
spot in the hollow leg of the small kitchen table, he knew 
he'd been wrong to keep the powers held within a secret 
from his family for so long, but what's done is done, and 
today he would pass his knowledge on to the next 
generation. 

Archie opened the roll and took a last look at its 
contents. In his hands, he now held a silver spoon, hand 
hammered by him years ago from the original nugget; and a 
three-tined copper fork head he'd hand shaped from the 
original thin ingot, set into a bone handle. Many years ago, 
Archie had decided that the bits of metal would have a 
better chance of surviving if they were in a form other than 
the original shapes in which he'd found them, what better 
form than eating utensils he'd reasoned. 

He held the fork in his hand feeling the bone handle grow 
warm as it absorbed his body heat. Long ago he had tried to 
ascertain the powers of the copper ingot but was never able 
to find the key to success. He knew there must be 
something to the shiny reddish metal for it to have been 
included in the ancient packet, but its purpose had always 
evaded him. 

He'd spent a quantity of time practicing calling visions to 
the Scrying Silver over the decades, he had worried the 
original lump with his thumb to the extent one side was 
polished mirror perfect and nearly flat, but there came a 
time when there was no one to see anymore and he'd put it 
away for many years. 

It had taken him years to figure out the secret to the 
silver was simply to concentrate on that which you wanted 
to see and you would see what they or it was doing at that 
very moment. Archie discovered that one could not see the 
future or the past with the Scrying Silver, only the present. 



but it worked on any object or person the summoner had 
personal knowledge of, and upon which the holder focused. 

Archie had never told Abbie of his discovery. At first it 
was out of fear that she would destroy the parcel and its 
contents owing to its magical properties, and later it was 
because he'd known she would become obsessed with trying 
to see her dead children in Heaven...Much as he had... 

Lord knows he'd tried to see how to help Thomas when he 
fell ill with fever. He'd screamed to God and all the angels, 
when first Little Abbie, then Ada were taken; and when his 
wee Nellie began to convulse in fits with no warning and it 
became obvious no one could care for her but the doctors 
and staff at Craig's Colony so far away, he broke down and 
cried...and cried...and cried for what seemed like weeks. He 
cried for Mary, for Thomas, for Little Abbie, for Ada and for 
Nellie who died not long after her arrival in Groveland. He'd 
sobbed for Scotland and the smell of fresh air and he'd sat 
with that hunk of silver on endless sleepless nights trying to 
see his deceased bairns. He'd known it was wrong, he knew 
the living should not see Heaven, but his heartbreak had 
overruled his reason. 

Maggie, their sole surviving child, had left home in 1880 
to marry Frederick Burkardt, a bookbinder; but as the fates 
would have it, she was a widowed mother of two sons by 
1894. 

Maggie worked as a seamstress to support herself and her 
two boys. The three of them lived in the same neat little row 
of Brooklyn walk-ups that occupied half of a block on 
Howard Avenue between Putnam and Madison. Maggie lived 
at number 36, which made it very convenient to help her 
care for the boys, who were to be Abbie and Archie's only 
grandchildren. 

Today was Sunday. The boys, known as Little Archie and 
Fred, were out with their friends playing in the street below, 
Abbie was resting and Archie decided that it was time to 
teach Maggie the secret he'd kept all these years. 



He quietly left the house with the tartan roll tucked into 
his waistband and hidden beneath his shirt. He walked the 
fifteen or so steps from the bottom of his stairs and up the 
stairs to the front door of his daughter's identical red brick 
walk-up and knocked on her door. 

“Father! What a lovely surprise. I'm just working on the 
ironing and supper, but come, keep me company." 

Archie stepped inside and was met by the warm, savory 
smell of stew and fresh bread. He was so proud of his 
daughter at that moment...the last of his children was a 
survivor. 

Maggie died in 1936 at the age of 74. Her father and 
mother predeceased her in 1905 and 1909 respectively and 
she outlived her eldest son, Frederick, named for his father, 
who died childless in 1913. 

Upon her death, her youngest son and eldest surviving 
family member, Archibald Burkardt, inherited a box of her 
effects collected from her room at the Brooklyn State 
Hospital where she'd resided for the last weeks of her life. 

Arch, as Little Archie was now known, brought the box 
home, glanced at the contents just long enough to confirm 
there was nothing of value - just a few dried flowers, a shell, 
a small sewing set and an old roll of faded wool he assumed 
she used to patch jackets and pants. He smushed the lid 
back on the box and shoved it into his bedroom closet 
assuming it to contain nothing but the mementos of an old 
woman. 

Arch died the next year at the age of only 53. The roll of 
tartan, tied with the leather thong, would keep its secrets for 
another 75 years. 

"I wonder why Maggie never showed Little Archie how the 
Scrying Silver works. I am sure he would have passed the 
knowledge on to his children and they onto theirs, had the 
secret been known," said Archie. 



"Perhaps it is like the Spirit Stone that is allowing us to 
talk right now? Patrick told me that only his daughter Rose 
could use its powers. We've theorized that it may be only 
certain people are born with the ability to use the Spirit 
Stone. Lexie can use it, but Jesse, my husband, cannot. I 
wonder, did Maggie show Frederick and Archibald the spoon 
only to discover they could not see the living?" 

"It is possible", said Archie thoughtfully. 

As he had been telling his story I had unwrapped the 
leather thong tied around the tartan and unrolled the cloth. 
I now held the bone handled copper fork in my fingers, "So 
you never figured out what, if anything, the copper does?" 

"No, the only instruction I ever found was Smaoinich. I 
tried using it like the Scrying Silver, but with no result." 

"So, you assume thinkxs the instruction for both metals to 
work?" 

"That is what I believe, although I could have missed 
something in the package." 

I began winding the leather thong into a coil as Archie 
was talking, "Is this what you did when you found the word 
Smaoinich?" 

"Yes, that is it, that is the way." 

"This seems to say something different. Saoii7' 

"Show me!" 

I held up the coil showing the word in question. As I did I 
realized I was looking at Smaoinich on the reverse side. It 
was as if the coil was a coin, burned on both sides with two 
different instructions. 

Archie's eyes pushed forward as he strained to see the 
word. "Imagine! That is the instruction." 

"Look at this", I said as I turned the coil over and showed 
him the word he had first found decades ago. 

"All this time, all this time...it was there all this time." 

"What do you suppose it means?" 

"All we can do is experiment." 



I picked up the fork from the quilt on the bed and held it 
so that it was between Archie and myself. 

"Pull the handle off Lass. Let us just have the bare 
copper." 

I wiggled and tugged until the bone handle popped off. I 
set it aside and stared at the stubby copper fork in my 
fingers. 

A thought process, like a wad of paper in a fire, began to 
blossom in my mind. 

If "think" means to think of a person or object to call its 
image to the silver, then what if "imagine" means to create 
an object you want or need? 

"Well Lass, I think you'll have to do the imagining since 
I'm naught but a spirit", said Archie thinking my silence was 
in deference to letting him go first with the experiment. 

"Right, sure", I said not wanting to tell him I'd been 
working on an idea instead of politely letting him have the 
first go. 

I looked at the shiny copper fork, then looked a little 
deeper - into the yellows and golds and pinks that glinted 
off the tines and stubbly little handle naked of it's bone 
mate, as light and darkness from the room attacked its 
surfaces. 

As I studied it, a section of my brain wandered to a chore 
I'd forgotten to do down in the kitchen - I needed to find an 
extra screw for the loose doorknob on the back door to the 
patio. 

As I pictured a screw in my mind, the copper in my hand 
became one! A long, shiny screw, with a plus sign on top for 
a Phillips head screwdriver, just as I'd been imagining I 
would need for the doorknob downstairs! 

"Archie!" I exclaimed as I showed him the screw. 

"You've done it!" 

I looked around the room for other objects I could imagine 
the copper into - a comb, a letter opener, a DVD...each time I 
pictured the image in my mind and focused on the copper, it 



morphed into the exact shape I imagined, but always 
maintaining its natural coppery glow. 

"It morphs, it can take on the shape of anything I can 
think of!" 

"Cruth-atharraich." 

"I'm sorry, what?" 

"It means transform" 

I rolled the word around my tongue for a bit. 

"Shall we call it that, then? Kruh ah-eh-rehk?" I asked 
trying to wrap my lips around the ancient unfamiliar sounds. 

"That will do, but I think you need some practice", said 
Archie laughing at my attempt at Gaelic. "And to think I 
spent all that time hammering and shaping the fork to fit 
into that bit of bone when I could have just imagined it!" 
marveled Archie with a smile. 

I smiled back at him, suddenly overwhelmed by all of it. 
Opening the pub, being away from family, living in another 
country, and now magic metals that let me talk to the dead, 
spy on the living, and create objects; those were something 
out of a fantasy book, not real life! 

I was unexpectedly scared and a little nauseous, frankly. 

I needed to get out of the room, out of the pub, out of town\ 

I needed to think and process everything I'd been too busy 
to wrap my head around these last months while opening 
the pub. 

"Archie, I've got to go", was all I said as suddenly I picked 
up the photograph of Patrick superimposed with the ghostly 
image of my three times Scottish great-grandfather and laid 
it, face down, on my dresser. I imagined the copper piece 
into a bar of no particular shape, rolled it up in the wool with 
the silver spoon and shoved the whole package into my old 
snowboarding boots in the back of the closet. I grabbed my 
coat and purse and left the dogs sleeping soundly on their 
bed under the window. 

I walked through the kitchen and out the back door of the 
pub feeling the doorknob jiggle in my hand for want of an 




extra screw. I felt a little rush of tingles up the side of my 
neck as I thought of the copper bar upstairs, shut the door 
firmly, locked it, and resumed my course towards the 
detached garage on the far side of the patio. 

I lifted the creaking wooden door, contracting its rusted 
old springs, and looked around expecting someone to be 
annoyed by all the racket I was making at this late hour, but 
luckily no one seemed to be about. 

I looked at my little lovely as she sat at attention, looking 
past me through the open garage door, ready for adventure. 
She wore a midnight black gown sparkling with metallic 
purple flecks that clung to her curves, and shoes meant to 
dance on asphalt. No war paint or gaudy accessories to 
draw attention to herself, just simple beauty. She was my 
perfect mate. 




I'd found her back in California in 2010, under an old 
dusty tarp in the outbuilding of a ranch dating back to the 
days of vaqueros and caballos, east of the mountain town of 
Julian. I'd gone there with a girlfriend who was looking at 
starting an eBay business selling collectables to supplement 
her teacher's salary. 

We'd hauled our butts out of bed in the middle of the 
night and driven east on the twisty back roads of the 
Cuyamaca Mountains to be the first ones at the ranch when 
they opened it up to the early birds hoping for the golden 
worms. 

Brenda had roamed around the house checking tables full 
of tchotchkes and boxes full of comic books for goodies upon 
which she could make a profit. 

I just needed a bathroom! 

I asked one of the gals working the sale for the facilities 
and she pointed me towards an actual outhouse, complete 
with crescent moon carved in the wooden door, out the back 
of the screened-in porch. 



I raised an eyebrow and silently asked, "Are you fucking 
kidding me?" 

She just smiled and shook her head. 

I tromped through the porch, swung open the screen 
door, feeling the fact there was no spring to ease its closing 
and let the damn thing slam shut behind me. 

My foray into early 19th century plumbing, compounded 
by the facts I'd been up since 4 a.m. and the sun was 
warming the ranch well into the 90s already, made me 
rather prickly. I decided to head to what looked like an old 
barn and sit in the silent shade of it until Brenda had 
collected her loot. 

As I got closer to the barn I heard voices inside and 
thought. Shit! Can't a girl get some quiet? 

I peeked into the barn, through the cracks in the planks, 
and saw a couple of guys wearing polo-shirts bearing the 
name of the estate sale company handling today's event for 
the old lady's family in Seattle. They were pulling the cover 
off what had to be an old coupe. It was small, way too small 
to be a tractor and even too small to be an old American car. 

Probably her ancient Honda Civic, I thought as walked to 
the open double doors at the end of the barn to witness the 
unveiling. 

You know that phrase 'stopped dead in her tracks'? Well, 

I actually experienced it. I saw the nose of the car sneak out 
from under the blanket of dust, hay and mouse crap and 
froze in the doorway, my feet glued to the cracking ground 
beneath them. 

"No way!" I exclaimed, standing in the huge open 
doorway. 

The guys looked up at me from their task, confused and 
amused. 

"No fucking way." I said again, this time in a whisper as I 
grabbed a corner of the cover and finished their job for 
them. 

The car was older than the two knuckleheads standing 
behind me, chuckling at the old lady with car lust in her 



eyes, but I'd tuned them out. To me, the only thing in the 
room was a second-generation, or Mark II depending upon 
which continent you grew up, VW Scirocco in damn good 
nick! 

I hadn't seen one of these since 1992 when I'd traded my 
haggard old '84 'Roc in on something younger and more 
reliable. 

I tried the driver's side door, feeling the familiar pinch of 
skin on the third segment my left index finger as the trigger- 
pull met and seated itself in the molded handle. I heard the 
well-remembered snap of the latch just before the door 
popped open ever so slightly; now free to be opened 
completely. 

I sat down behind the steering wheel with the four round 
horn buttons set into a rectangle in the slightly concave 
center, spied the little horizontal row of LED warning lights 
nestled between the speedometer and the rev counter, and 
sighed. 

I pressed in the clutch and ran her through her gears 
feeling the tightness of the old school linkage and marveled 
at the ridiculous length of the gearshift compared to 
modern-day sports shifters. 

I held the steering wheel roughly at 9 and 3, hanging my 
thumbs on the cross bars of the inset panel and looked out 
the windshield. 

Memories of my life in my own Scirocco, imprinted deeply 
into my mind by the simple time in which they were created, 
when life was innocent and uncluttered, came at me as if I 
was looking into the sun through a faceted crystal - sweet 
sweaty midnight rides home from dancing at Distillery East 
to Vanity 6, Debbie Deb, and Shannon; a road trip cross 
country with nothing but a tape deck and CB radio for 
company, my first loves and subsequent first broken hearts, 
sunrise drives from La Jolla to Pehasquitos to work the 
breakfast shift waiting tables that first summer after 
graduating from high school, vacuuming sand from her 
footwells after bonfires at Sea Lane, a trip home from Tijuana 



with two drunk friends in the backseat, parking lot drag 
races, a trip to Los Angeles with my brother in '89 to say a 
final goodbye to a childhood friend's father, and again for 
the MTV Video Music Awards in 1992...Freedom, pain, joy - it 
had all come at me filtered through a windshield and set to a 
soundtrack of '80s dance music. I could almost smell the 
memories, they hung in the air like the lingering scent in a 
mall elevator - an intoxicating fragrance of Giorgio, coffee, 
Marlboros, and AquaNet 

Suddenly someone touched my shoulder and startled me 
out of my still-as-the-dead flashback/bonding moment with 
the car. 

In shock, I sucked in a breath and whipped my head to 
the left to see a guy about my age crouched in the door of 
the car staring at me obviously wondering if I'd gone 
catatonic. 

He stood up and stepped back as I climbed out of the car 
explaining in an embarrassing jumble of words about my 
own '84 'roc and the adventures we'd gone on twenty or so 
years back. 

He seemed to understand immediately and with a huge 
grin, introduced himself as Hudson. 

He explained the lady who'd owned the ranch had had a 
son, a Marine named Lukas, who had been sent to Kuwait 
during Desert Storm. 

Hudson, a fellow Marine, had been Lukas's best friend. 
They'd grown up together in Poway, joined the Marines fresh 
out of high school in '89 and had both been sent to Kuwait 
in January of '91. Hudson made it home; Lukas did not. 

Hudson told me that Lukas's mom had been so 
devastated by her only child's death, followed too closely by 
the death of her husband, that she became a bit of a recluse 
out here in the middle of nowhere, having decided it was 
easier to be alone with her pain than share it. 

The 'roc had been Lukas's and she'd never been able to 
part with it because it was the thing he'd loved most in the 
world. 



"I've come out here at least once a month for the last 
twenty years to check on Jill. I'd do odd jobs around the 
place and make sure she had food and firewood stocked up. 
About a year after Lukas died, I managed to convince her to 
let me drive the car down to a mechanic in Ramona to give it 
a tune up. After that, Jill began putting "service car" on her 
list of things for me to do every April and October. It was 
actually kind of therapeutic for both of us. Keeping the car 
alive all these years has meant keeping Lukas alive", said 
Hudson as he looked fondly at the shiny black teardrop that 
seemed to carry his best friend's soul. 

It had been two decades since her master had died, but 
love had kept them both alive. 

"I came out today, knowing the family would be selling 
everything to try to wrap up the estate, to see what they 
meant to do with the car", said Hudson. 

"Are you going to buy her? I'm surprised Jill didn't leave 
it to you in her will", I responded. 

"Jill wasn't one for paperwork. I'm sure if it had occurred 
to her she'd have left it to me, but yeah, I don't know, I 
guess I was hoping her sister, who inherited Jill's estate, 
would do the right thing, but I don't think she really knows 
the significance of the car. Plus, my boyfriend won't be too 
keen on having his car booted from the garage to make 
room for this one", Hudson said with a little grin. "I suppose 
it makes it easier not having the car left to me. Had it been. 
I'd feel obligated to take it, but now....", said Hudson trailing 
off in thought. "I wonder if he wouldn't be happier going 
home with someone else. Lukas always did like curvy 
brunettes with green eyes." 

I stood from where I'd been crouched, examining the 
original rims, and looked over the roof of the car, right into 
Hudson's cocoa brown irises. I caught the lyrics to Terri 
Clark's One of the Guys coming from somewhere and said, 
as my brain sang along - something about the way I walk 
against the grain, "First off, all cars are female! And 



secondly, where'd you learn your used-car salesman shtick? 
Next you'll be telling me how good I look in her..." 

"I swear, no shtick", Hudson chuckled and raised his 
hands in surrender. "I just figured you and Lukas, 
(apparently referring to the car and the man because for him 
and Jill they were one and the same at this point) are a 
perfect match - in more ways than one." 

I'd driven the newly renamed Luka (All cars are female!) 
home that day - a song from the past playing in my head...a 
song about someone named Luka who lived on the 2nd floor. 

I fired Luka up, edged her nose out of the garage and 
turned right. 

Her iridescent paint shifted colors from emerald green to 
ultramarine blue to violet and to black as the late evening 
sun caught her curves. 

If this had been San Diego in the late '80s, I knew exactly 
where I'd go - north up the 5 to Via de la Valle to enjoy a 
little speed on the six-lane freeway, west to the two-lane 
101 and a slow cruise south, hugging the cliffs and beaches 
till I reached the small park on Coast Boulevard just south of 
the Museum of Contemporary Art, where I could sit on the 
thin grass strip between road and cliff and soak in the Pacific 
mist. 

But the '80s were gone, San Diego had become a 
gridlocked nightmare, and I was in Scotland, driving on the 
wrong side of the road, on narrow little streets, and only 
slightly wider single carriageway A-roads - speed was not 
going to be a factor tonight. 

I pointed myself north on the A85, figuring I couldn't get 
too lost on a main road, and just drove. 

In addition to her custom paint job and the removal of 
identifying badges, I'd allowed myself a few other changes 
to bring Luka into the 21st Century - she now sported a 
custom built, turbo charged, 3.0 liter flat-6 inspired by the 
930 and six-speed manual transmission. New suspension. 



wider tires fixed on rims of matte black, bigger brakes, new 
seats, and no software save for whatever drove her new 
stereo to propel music out of her new speakers, which 
frankly, were the most important bits at this particular 
moment. 

As we slithered through the night, I turned up the volume 
on Pink's Raise Your Glass and let the rest of the songs play 
on in shuffle mode. 

Forty-five minutes later I came out of my road-coma; the 
mental state-of-being where you, your car, the road, and the 
music have become one entity and the rest of the world has 
melted away into a blurry puddle of sunset sherbet. It was 
around 9 p.m. and I found myself on the A828 in 
Portnacroish. 

I drove past The Old Inn looking for someplace to turn 
around. I pulled into the parking lot of Castle Stalker View 
Cafe, which was closed for the evening and parked to watch 
the sun set behind what I could only assume was Castle 
Stalker itself. 

As I began to make my way back towards The Tree, I paid 
a bit more attention to the shadowy scenery around me. 

It was dark out, black as the coal that was once raised 
from the depths of the earth around me, but I wasn't afraid, 
as I usually am when I find myself in unfamiliar territory; I 
was surprisingly calm and at ease. I could pick out lights of 
distant farmhouses and bits of ocean as my headlights 
probed the dark looking for obstacles, it was quite a 
peaceful drive home. I found myself wondering about Castle 
Stalker and the stories it could tell as I crossed over Loch 
Creran and wound along its shores with my windows down, 
listening now only to the wind and the sound of my engine, 
and smelling the salty waters so different from the Pacific. 

By the time I'd tucked Luka into the garage for the night 
and made my way up to my bedroom without waking Cassie 
who was back from her date, my mind was clear again. So 
what? So you've got a few odd bits of metal that do things 



only comic book superheroes usually do. It doesn't make 
you a freak and no one but Lexie and Jesse ever need know. 
And remember to research Castle Stalker so maybe Jesse, 
Lexie and you can visit it when they come back, they'd love 
it! 



Chapter VI 


The Family Tree 
Oban, Scotland 

My first “client” was an accident. 

Margie had started coming into The Tree about a week 
after the now infamous (at least in our family) opening day. 

Every weekday she came in precisely at 12:10 p.m., 
always sat at the same deuce, in the corner, next to the 
window; took her seat facing the entrance, and left at 12:50. 

I assumed she must work nearby and have a ten-minute 
walk each way for lunch. 

She routinely ordered whatever the special of the day was 
and washed it down with hot chocolate made with coconut 
milk and topped with teeny-tiny freeze-dried marshmallows. 

The first day Margie came in she ordered the special and 
seemed totally uninspired as she ordered tea to go with it...I 
suggested a hot chocolate instead and a happy addiction 
was born. 

Margie took special care to try to ration the marshmallows 
with each sip so as to make sure they lasted the whole cup. I 
began to wonder if this sweet treat was Margie's only 
indulgence. 

She dressed immaculately and arrived every day without 
a piece of her slate grey hair, a result of her jet-black hair 
being streaked by silver, out of place, wearing her single 
strand of sweetheart pearls. She didn't smile much, but was 
very polite. Rather posh for lack of a better word. She was 
one of those women who would have intimidated me in my 
younger years, but now intrigued me. Is she truly a hard-ass 
who hates everyone or painfully shy and happiest in her 
own company? 

I pegged her at about 60 years old, maybe a little 
younger. She spoke with an English accent, not Scots, but I 
couldn't place it - she didn't speak with the clenched jaw of 



the upper-crust, or float the Estuary English dropping her 
"th"s for "f's. I began to imagine the scenarios that might 
have brought her to this small village in Western Scotland - 
a lover, a secret, something worthy of a romance novel? The 
last few days she'd come in she'd seemed a little frazzled, 
which piqued my curiosity even more. 

"Hiya Margie, how are we doing today?" 

"Oh, hello Laura", said Margie as she looked up from her 
cell phone. 

"Any idea what you'll have today?" 

"I think I will have your faux chicken soup and a half of a 
sandwich." 

"Any sandwich in particular or shall I surprise you?", I 
asked as she looked back down at her phone, consternation 
written all over her face. 

"Oh, I'm sorry, any sandwich will do." 

"Margie, what do you do?", I blurted out before I could 
stop myself "I'm sorry", I said to her startled expression as 
she looked up at me. "It's just that you lately seem so 
preoccupied with that cell phone and you haven't really 
been enjoying yourself when you come in. Is it work? Is 
everything alright?" 

"Well no, things are not alright. I'm just heart broken. My 
Heathcliff has been missing for days and I can't sleep with 
worry. I have called and emailed everyone I can think of and 
every chime from my phone makes my heart pound with 
hope that someone has found him." 

"Oh no!" I said as I sat down across from her. "Have you 
spoken to the police?" I asked assuming Heathcliff was a 
person. 

She looked at me confused then realized the 
misunderstanding, "Heathcliff is my dog, my little adopted, 
black mopped Spaniel. He bolted the other night when the 
storm blew open my back door, frightened by the thunder. I 
imagine he's out there somewhere scared and alone. I hope 



he's still alive. I've walked everywhere, put up signs, called 
the shelters, but there is no sign of him." 

Out of nowhere I heard Archie's voice in my head talking 
about the Scrying Silver he'd used to watch his mother at 
home in Scotland during his loneliest moments and I knew 
exactly how to help Margie. 

"Margie darlin', have you got some extra signs on you? 
I'd be happy to put them up here in the pub." 

"Well sure, I think I do", she said as she rifled through her 
huge satchel. "Here, will these do?" she asked as she 
handed me a couple of crumpled extras she'd not found 
homes for before now. 

"Yes, yes these will do nicely", I said as I looked at the 
picture of the heavily fringed black creature trying to stare 
at me from the center of the page. 

I went off to the kitchen, gathered up Margie's lunch 
order, asked Cassie to deliver it letting her know I was taking 
a quick break, and ran up the stairs to my bedroom. 

I plopped down on the floor and pulled out the tartan roll 
from the toe of my ancient snowboarding boots in the back 
of my closet, unfurled it, and removed the silver spoon from 
its pocket. 

I'd never used the Scrying Silver before, but imagined it 
would be much like the Sprit Stone in the picture frame, 
smaoinich, just think of what you want to see. 

I looked at the photo of Heathcliff on the flyer and 
thought of him, then I thought hopefully I'm using the right 
metal because I really don't want to have to use the Spirit 
Stone to find him\ 

An image began to waver into focus on the back of the 
spoon, which I'd chosen to use because the bowl of the 
spoon always distorts its image. 

There was little Heathcliff; I could see him striped in thin 
lines of light alternating with thick lines of dark shadow. He 
appeared to be cowering under some wooden slats, up 



against dirt or concrete. "Now how the hell am I supposed to 
know where he is?", I wondered out loud. 

What happens if I now think of those siats above him? 
Wiii the image zoom out giving me more perspective? I 
thought of the slats and it did indeed offer me a view of all 
the boards. It was a fence, probably blown over in the 
storm, leaning up against the stone masonry of an out¬ 
building. I thought of the stones in the out-building and 
again the image zoomed out to reveal a small stone shed in 
the back of someone's garden...l/l/a/f.^ / recognize that 

garden! "Clementine's!", I said out loud to no one. There 
was her tiny little greenhouse where she sheltered her herb 
and spice plants from the harsh Scottish weather, and the 
little sculptures of frogs playing checkers and gnomes in 
various poses that lined her slate walking path. 

"Clem! It's me, Laura!", I barked into the phone when she 
answered it. "Are you at home?" 

"Yes, I was just about to head to the shop, is everything 
okay?" 

"No, yes, I think it will be. Listen, did your fence blow 
down in the last storm?" 

"Yeeessss? How did you know?" 

Oh shit, be carefui Laura...."Oh, I didn't really, just 
thought I'd ask since so many folks here in the pub have 
been talking about needing to get repair work after those 
awful winds and I knew your fence was a bit wobbly. I kind 
of put two and two together and was just wondering if you'd 
poked about back there recently because Margie's dog has 
gone missing and I thought what better place to hide than 
under a blown over fence...." There, Td saved it, right? That 
sounds perfectiy reasonabie, right? 

"Well, no, I haven't been back there other than to make 
sure the greenhouse hadn't been damaged when the fence 
fell." 

"Well could you take a look and see if you can find 
Heathcliff, it would mean the world to Margie, she's just 
beside herself with worry." 



"Suuure", said Clementine dubiously as she walked 
outside keeping me on the phone. "Laura, you're not going 
to believe this, but there is a black dog wedged under the 
fallen fence. I can see his eyes and kind of make out his 
general shape." 

"Here, Heathcliff, come on boy, come on out of there", 
she called to no response from the dog. "Laura, he's not 
coming out of there for me, not a chance, he's just backed 
up more into the wall of the shed." 

"Just sit tight for a few minutes. I'll bring Margie", I said as 
I ran down the stairs, phone cradled between my ear and 
shoulder as I slipped on a jacket from the peg at the top of 
the stairwell. 

I entered the dining room in such a fluster everyone 
turned to look. I made eye contact with Margie, smiled and 
indicated towards the front door with my head. 

She knew exactly what I was so excited about and leapt 
from her seat to meet me at the door. We both rushed out it 
at nearly the same time and she followed me without 
question through the small alley between the buildings 
across the street from the pub as we took the crow's route to 
Clementine's. 

We walked without speaking and arrived in just minutes 
to find Clem on her hands and knees trying to coax 
Heathcliff out with some of her tasty bakery treats. Margie 
knelt down beside her and was suddenly bowled over as the 
gap between fence and shed ejected a furry black cannon 
ball. 

There were tears of happy all around as Clem headed to 
the shop and Margie, Heathcliff and I headed back to the 
pub while I explained how I'd known where to go. 

I played it off like I'd just asked Clem to keep an eye out 
for the little mongrel only to find out she'd spied him in her 
backyard while investigating her downed fence. Margie was 
only half listening as she carried Heathcliff and inspected 
him for any injuries during the walk back so I was pretty sure 
I was safe. 



Once back at the pub, Margie called her bosses, the 
identities of whom were still mysteries to me, to say she was 
taking the rest of the day off. Heathcliff made himself at 
home with Pixie and Cowboy, in front of the fire, and all was 
right with the world. 



Chapter VII 


The Family Tree 
Oban, Scotland 

By the end of June, I was getting restless. 

I was ready for Jesse to join me. I was bored with using 
the Scrying Silver and Spirit Stone to complete the little lost 
and found projects I'd been doing for unsuspecting folks in 
town, a watch here, a pet there; all rewarding, but just not 
the same thrill as hearing the stories from my ancestors! 

It had been a slow night at The Tree. Locals were home 
planning their vacations and finishing school terms, and the 
out-of-towners hadn't started trickling in yet; the pre¬ 
summer lull was upon me. 

I sat at the bar, my laptop before me, reviewing my family 
tree. Jill Scott's Golden played in the background 
bewitching my body to sway and bob to the melody.../'m 
pulling my freedom off the shelf I'm gonna take It wherever 
I go. If I'd had a suction-cup dart I might have thrown it at 
the screen to select my next interviewee, the next ancestor I 
would try to summon to the Spirit Stone, but I didn't, so I 
decided to start with Grandma Betty Anne's family, the logic 
being the last person I'd spoken to had been from Grandpa 
Ed's side of the family. Hey, it was a starting point, right? 

I looked at Grandma's picture in the tree software staring 
back at me. Her dad, Joe Houlard, sat above her with his 
wife. Rose Norton, whose story I already knew from her 
father Patrick. / suppose / could call either one of them...But 
decided to pull back one more generation and look at the 
four people above Joe and Rose - their parents. Rose's 
parents I already knew something about, but Joe's, now 
there was something...Joseph Houlard, Sr. and Anna Black! 
Yes! Anna, I thought, now there was a nut that had been 



hard to crack, and barely crack it is all I had ever managed 
to do. I'd never been able to break it open and check the 
insides for rot and worms, or tasty, juicy flesh, because there 
was a huge, empty nothing beyond her death certificate and 
a couple photos with which to get to know her. Anna it is! 

That night after the pub closed and the last glasses were 
put away, the dogs and I retired to our room to summon a 
new spirit. 

I pulled up the two photos of Anna stored in my 
computer, as well as a copy of her death certificate. Ladies' 
Night by Kool and the Gang played through the speaker on 
my night stand. I couldn't help it, I hopped off the bed and 
boogied like it was 1979. Groove thang satisfied and some 
nervous energy burned off, I refocused on the task at hand. 
As I thought on Anna's image and personal details, a tiny 
part of my brain wondered what great-great grandma Anna 
would have made of Disco. I could feel a smile consuming 
my face at the thought as I focused on the glass in front of 
Patrick's photo - Oh what a nightl Slowly the familiar 
shimmer behind the glass began to appear and an image 
immediately recognizable as Anna appeared behind the 
glass. 

"Who, what, who are you?" asked Anna's image. 

"Well that bit is easy. I'm Laura, your great-great 
granddaughter, the great granddaughter of your son Joe", I 
responded waiting for the inevitable question. 

"Where am I?" 

There it is, I thought, THE question, to which I rattled off 
my now pat response, “Well, you're in my house in Scotland, 
summoned here by a lump of metal that has the power to do 
such things". 

"Is that so? Well then suppose you tell me when I am", 
came the rather surprisingly astute response from my great- 
great grandmother who last drew breath in 1923. 

"That'd be the year of your Lord two thousand and 
fourteen", I replied with a bit of sass. 



"My Lord, oh no, I don't think so my dear. He wasn't my 
Lord in life and he certainly is NOT my Lord in death, but two 
thousand fourteen you say, now that is something! Ninety 
years since I passed and here we are face to face. Tell me, 
who else of my family survives? That Marie Barbara 
certainly was a rabbit, there must be Erhard babies 
everywhere by now." 

I chuckled at her reference to her eldest daughter's seven 
children and decided to blow her mind by showing her a 
descendant chart on my Computer! 

Anna was a rock. She took it all in stride as I showed her 
what I knew of her children and grandchildren. I showed her 
photos of Lexie and some of the Erhard cousins; all in all, 
hers was a healthy, fruitful branch of the family tree of which 
to be proud. 

My story of the descendants over, I decided it was my 
turn to ask her to fill in some of the blanks on the ancestors. 

"Anna, what can you tell me of your family, your parents? 

I know you had sisters. I've found them where you buried 
them, but I've not been able to trace their descendants to 
the present. I'm afraid their lines died out, as did your 
brother Robert's, who as I'm sure you know, had no children. 
Your brother Joseph seems to have had a large family, but 
I've not been able to communicate his with descendants. 
There is a family rumor, based on some handwritten 
documents, that you may have been born in Scotland and 
descended from Clan Stewart. I'm am dying to know how 
you got to America, and why on Earth you decided to marry 
Joe Houlard - I've heard stories about him from my mother 
that make my innards clench." 

Anna smiled at that last image and nodded her head, 
"Yes, Joe was a right bastard at times, but he was also 
handsome and charming as the Devil. What can I say, I 
married him for the latter I suppose and dealt with the 
former as best I could. I can tell you what I know of Joe's 
story, as to the story of my family, well, that is going to be 
rather time consuming." 



"No worries", I said as I grabbed a pen and notebook, and 
began making myself comfortable. "Bring it!" 

Anna cocked her head as she digested those last words, 
and then brought it. 


1848 

Cloughmills 

County Antrim, Ireland 

Mary Sloan stood before the small mirror trying to shove 
her ridiculously unruly red hair under her small white 
bonnet. Having accomplished the task as best she could, 
she stood back, met her own violet and green mottled irises 
in the mirror and turned to try to see her entire image in the 
glass window to her right. 

Not too heartbreakingly plain, she thought. 

Mary Sloan was the daughter of Alexandra Stewart and 
the third great-granddaughter of Alexander Stewart. Her 
mother's father had been the first Stewart of their line born 
in Ireland having been born to young Alex Stewart who, with 
his mother, escaped from Appin to Northern Ireland via the 
Isle of Man in 1746. 

Today Mary was marring a Scotsman and fulfilling a 
promise made by each generation since their arrival in 
Ireland, to return to Scottish soil and re-cultivate the family 
roots in the earth of their ancestors. 

Mary met John Black, her intended, when he came to 
Ireland as a blacksmith some five years earlier. She had 
been only thirteen at the time, but declared to her mother 
that he was the finest man she had ever set eyes upon and 
that one day she would marry him. 

John Black was a widower who had left his young children 
from his first wife in the care of his sister in Edinburgh, while 
he struck off for Ireland in hopes of plying his skills in an 
area less congested by his fellow tradesmen. He also hoped 
the new scenery would offer a change to his sad eyes, as 



everything in Edinburgh reminded him of his precious lost 
wife. 

John was a handsome man, in the rugged sense. He bore 
a firm, square jaw; wavy jet-black hair and eyes the color of 
forest moss on a misty day, all carried on a well-proportioned 
frame measuring five feet nine inches. His 38 years did not 
show in his actions for he was as fit and agile as many men 
just exiting their teenage years, but he did carry the marks 
of time upon his skin, among them a scar over his right eye 
from a stubborn mare, heavy calluses on his hands from the 
constant heating and hammering of metal, and the creased 
and craggy skin of a man who had worked out of doors 
almost every day of his life. 

Many of the women in his new community hoped and 
tried to catch his eye, but John was only focused on pouring 
his grief into earning money to send to his children and 
toiled on in ignorance of the glances and gazes cast his way. 

As most things of a fateful nature happen, John, upon his 
arrival in the area, had rented a small shed near the road on 
the far edge of the farm of Joseph Sloan and his wife 
Alexandra Stewart, from which he worked and lived, so 
naturally, when he fell ill with a fever it was young Mary who 
was sent to care for him. 

Over the week it took him to regain his strength, the pair 
developed a friendship, and over time John found himself, 
on occasion, invited to the Sloan house for supper. After one 
such supper, John revealed to Joseph the story of his 
deceased wife who died delivering their last son and his 
heartbreak over the irony of having to leave his young 
children in order to care for them. 

The years carried on as they do and Joseph watched as 
John and Mary grew fonder of each other. It was little 
surprise, when, on the eve of Mary's eighteenth birthday, 
John asked Joseph for her hand in marriage. 

Joseph and Alexandra both gave their blessing, without 
reservation. 



John Black proposed to Mary Sloan on her birthday. She 
accepted and they decided to wed on Sunday of the 
following week. 

“Mother”, called Mary as she came down the stairs from 
her room where she'd just gotten dressed for her pending 
nuptials. 

“In here Mary”, answered Alexandra from her small but 
bright and cheerful kitchen. 

Alexandra turned as Mary entered the kitchen and her 
breath caught in her chest. A flood of emotions swelled in 
her heart causing the air in her lungs to become 
momentarily paralyzed. Mary was her second child, but her 
only daughter and as such occupied a secret, sacred spot in 
Mary's heart. She filled with pride at the vision of the 
beautiful, intelligent, kind girl before her and dread at the 
knowledge she would be leaving across the sea, back to the 
land that had caused so much pain for her family and so far 
away from her sight. 

“Mother! What is it?” asked Mary in shock when she saw 
the expression on her mother's face. 

Alexandra smiled, “Nothing dear, it's nothing. I'm just so 
proud and happy and sad all at the same time.” 

“Do not be sad. Mother. I am happy and I am safe with 
John. I will care for his children as if they are were born to 
me and hopefully bear some of my own. I will miss you 
terribly but we will not be so far that we cannot visit now 
and again.” 

“You are right daughter, but someday, when your own 
children are leaving the nest you will remember this day and 
understand my emotions. Now sit for I have something to 
give you while we wait for your father to bring the carriage 
around.” 

Mary sat at the small simple table in the kitchen she'd 
known all her life and suddenly felt a small pang realizing it 
could very well be the last time she did so. 



Alexandra reached below her apron and pulled a leather 
pouch from the pocket of her dress. She caressed it in her 
hands for a moment and slowly passed it to Mary across the 
table. 

Mary turned it over in her hands a few times marveling at 
the softness of the leather. 

“It was Alexander's." said Alexandra as a means to 
explain both the aged condition of the skin and the care it 
had been shown. 

"Alexander of Appin?" asked Mary. 

"Yes, your third great-grandfather gave it to the mother of 
his grandson, Young Alex, when they fled Appin. He 
entrusted her to pass it to him when he came of age. He in 
turn passed it to my father who passed it to me and now I 
choose to pass it to you hoping perhaps you will know what 
to do with it. 

Whatever does that mean, wondered Mary as she pulled 
open the drawstringed neck of the pouch and peered inside. 

Unable to see much she reached in with her index and 
middle fingers to pinch the contents and pull them out. 

She drew out a piece of animal hide folded into a well- 
creased square, and a ring; a gold band with a clear yet 
unfaceted stone set atop, held not by prongs but by a halo 
of hammered gold, leading Mary to assume it was rather old. 

Mary looked at her mother searching her face for an 
explanation. With none forthcoming Mary unfolded the skin 
and read the following: 

Where I but not I died. 

In the Arms of the Cousin of the Steward. 

Near the House of the Hunter held in the hands of the 
Enemy. 

Find your piece. 

Right a wrong. 


"What on Earth?" started Mary. 



“We do not know. They were the last things given to Isla 
before she and Young Alex fled Scotland; pressed into her 
hand just before she boarded the boat bound for Mann. 

After her father-in-law, Alexander, was murdered by the 
English, Alexander's wife and daughters buried him the next 
day after sleeping beside their burned-out home, then with 
nothing tying them to the land but painful memories, it was 
decided they would throw themselves on the mercy of John 
Campbell of Mamore, who, while being a Hanoverian 
supporter, was known to be a man of honor. They begged 
him to buy the last of their stock, and joined Isla and Young 
Alex on the Isle of Man. 

The story Isla later told her husband's mother, when she 
showed her these items upon their reunion, was that she 
assumed it was funds to help her and Young Alex settle 
while they waited for Alexander, his wife and daughters to 
arrive. However, upon viewing the actual contents, Isla had 
assumed that, like Young Alex, it was a package she was 
intended to keep safe for Alexander.'' 

“What of Young Alex or even your father? Did they never 
return to Appin?" 

“No, it has always been to dangerous to return bearing 
the name Stewart. But you, you will return to Scotland twice 
removed from the Stewart name by way of your father and 
husband. You will be given trust because your husband is 
Scottish and to marry those deep roots will give you 
legitimacy without suspicion." 

“What is it you wish me to do?" 

“Once you are settled try to return to Ardsheal House and 
discover what you can about Alexander's message. It is all 
any of us can do to try to repay him for the sacrifice he made 
to see Isla and Young Alex safe over a hundred years ago." 

“What of the ring?" 

“Of that I have even less knowledge. Perhaps it was 
intended to act as financial security for Isla and Young Alex; 
perhaps it is something more entirely. It was decided by a 
vote of Alexander's family to keep the ring and riddle 



together. They suspected the ring to have come from 
Ardsheal, or perhaps a soldier at Culloden, as Alexander's 
wife had never seen it in all their years together. To hear my 
father tell the stories of Young Alex, the timing of its arrival 
was always too close to the Forty-Five for his grandmother to 
be anything but suspicious. I have always thought she was 
too afraid to sell the ring because it might have drawn 
attention and questions she could not answer as to its 
provenance." 

"What would you have me do with it?" 

"Keep the two items together. Try to discern the meaning 
of the words. Failing that, pass it to your children with the 
knowledge I have given you and perhaps someone, 
someday, will decipher the meaning and legacy of both." 

"Mother!" called Mary's brother Joe from the front door. 
"Father has arrived with the carriage and would like to know 
if Mary is still getting married today or if perhaps she has 
run off with the slow Kennedy boy who talks to his sheep." 

Mary and her mother laughed aloud at the image of 
anyone marrying the Kennedy boy and rushed out to climb 
aboard the carriage lest Joseph get any ideas of leaving 
without them. 


Spring 1873 
Ballygally 

County Antrim, Ireland 

Anna Black sat at the table in the once bright and happy, 
but now drab and melancholy kitchen, with her mother 
across from her. Her two young sisters sat on the floor 
playing a game with rocks and pebbles they'd invented 
while her four brothers, Joseph, Matthew, Patrick, and 
Robert, took up seats upon stools by the warm stove to ward 
off the cold dampness that seemed to forever hang in the air 
lately. Anna tried to find the words to explain what she and 
her brothers were about to do. 



Their mother, Mary Sloan Black was only forty-four, but 
the last twenty years had been very harsh and had nearly 
broken the poor woman. She was still strong of mind, but 
her body and spirit had been weakened by the 
circumstances of the times into which she had been unlucky 
enough to be born. Anna dreaded the words she must speak 
because she knew they would pain her mother, but pain was 
better than death, and death was what they all faced. 

Anna's parents, John and Mary Black, had moved back to 
Ireland shortly after her own birth in Edinburgh in 1850. 
The idea had been to help Mary's parents, Joseph Sloan and 
Alexandra Stewart, work their farm and eventually take over 
the lease on the same when they passed, but instead they 
became caught up in The Great Hunger. 

The family had struggled unimaginably, along with their 
countryfolk, through the worst of what the rest of the world 
called the Potato Famine. Unlike many of their neighbors, 
they emerged with their family intact, owing primarily to 
their Protestant alliances and secondarily to their own strong 
wills, but they were forever altered. 

Between 1845 and 1855, Ireland lost over a million of her 
children to starvation and another million to emigration as 
people fled the Emerald Isle to search for work, sanctuary, 
and peace; and now she was about to lose five more. 

Anna and her family had watched for over twenty years 
as neighbors starved, died, and moved away. Protestants 
themselves, they counted many Catholics as family and 
friends and abhorred the treatment meted out over the last 
one hundred and fifty years by wicked, rotten English 
Protestant land owners and royal families who bathed in 
diamonds while their subjects starved. The Black family was 
left scarred and traumatized by the horrors they had 
witnessed and the younger ones vowed to make better lives 
for their own families away from the inbred bluebloods who 
took great pleasure in tormenting the Irish. 

The farm her grandparents, then parents, had leased from 
William Orr, had, upon John Black's death last year, been 



leased by Anna's elder brother, Joseph, to support the family 
- but there was no future in it. Especially now. 

The Sloan and Black families counted themselves lucky to 
have had Orr as their landlord. He had been an Irishman, 
descended from William Orr of Farranshane, the first martyr 
of the United Irishmen who had been hanged after a farce of 
a trial in 1797. Through luck and a bit of cunning, William 
Orr the Younger had managed to purchase a small number of 
acres from the Earl of Mount Cashell, an absentee landlord 
busying himself with his estate in British North America. 

Orr proved himself a fair landlord with a kind heart. It 
was partially owing to Orr that the family survived The Great 
Hunger. Orr had given liberty to John to cut turf from his 
demised lands, which John then sold, allowing him to buy 
necessities for his family and animals. Those extra shillings 
here and there may very well have proved to be the 
difference between life and death for the Sloans and Blacks 
during the worst of the famine, but things were not 
improving and resources were stretched beyond their limits. 
And on top of it all, now Orr had died, his heirs had sold the 
land to an Englishman so that they might migrate to North 
America, and the new English landlord had nearly tripled the 
rent. 

Anna's two half-brothers from her father's first marriage 
had returned to Scotland to work the farms of their mother's 
people. She and her other brothers - Robert, Matthew, and 
Patrick, had tried in vain to find steady work for years 
hoping to help supplement Joseph's income and keep the 
family together in the only home they'd ever really known. 
John and Mary had seen to it their children could read and 
write and do basic calculations, but the bias against the Irish 
prevented them earning a wage even with an education. In 
the end, it became obvious the only option was to follow in 
the wakes of so many of their friends and neighbors who had 
sailed west to build a new life, in a new country. They hoped 



they would find spouses and grow families of their own, but 
for now, employment would suffice to make them happy. 

“Mother”, she stood and began, only to have to swallow a 
sob. 

Seeing the emotions choking her eldest daughter, Mary 
twisted her hands under the table, bracing herself for the 
worst. 

“Mother,” Anna, gripped the table and began again; this 
time with a stronger resolve. “The simple fact is, Joseph, 
Robert, Matthew, Patrick and I are sailing for Canada in two- 
weeks-time. It is the only way,” she ended abruptly and sat 
down hard in her seat. 

Mary understood what she meant. As it had been for so 
many others of her friends and extended family, it would be 
the only way for Anna and her brothers to have a hope of a 
good life, a happy healthy life. She recalled a day twenty- 
five years earlier when her own mother had told her she 
would one day understand the pain of seeing her children 
leave for distant lands...Anc/ the Americas are so much more 
distant than Scotiand, she thought to herself. She steeled 
herself and looked to the boys to continue the explanation. 

Joseph, at twenty-five was two years older than Anna and 
the eldest of John and Mary's children. He stood from his 
stool, clasped his hands behind his back and began pacing 
about the room while he picked up where his sister had 
broken off. 

“The bastards we call Kings, the Lords who rule us from 
England, the Orange demons who torment Catholics for 
amusement - they've broken Ireland, but they won't break 
us. I hope one day my Irish and Scottish cousins will be free 
from under the thumbs of greedy, black-hearted throne 
thieves and land robbers. This land need only support you 
and the little ones now, our shares will make you stronger 
and perhaps allow you to pay neighbors to help you. When 
we are gone there will be more resources for those who 
remain and I take solace in the idea people will grow 
stronger and survive as a result. We sail for Canada because 



it is the cheapest route to be had, but we plan to go to New 
York at the first opportunity and find work. Jobs are more 
plentiful there and we will be better able to send money to 
care for the rest of you here.” 

"When they reach an appropriate age, Mima and Lizzie 
can join us in America and you can rest easy knowing they 
will be leaving your comforting arms and arriving in ours if 
need be”, spoke Robert from his chair by the small cooking 
fireplace in the corner of the room. 

Jemima and Elizabeth, called Mima and Lizzie by their 
family, at seven and eleven years old respectively, were the 
youngest of John and Mary's children. Anna, Joseph, Patrick, 
Matthew, and Robert had discussed a plan in advance of this 
meeting. They'd agreed they would send money home to 
Ireland to help care for their mother and sisters, and 
someday, if need be, send money for tickets so their 
younger sisters could join them in North America. 

Mary's heart broke as she sat listening to her children 
speak of sailing thousands of miles away to a land so foreign 
and unknown, but she took a deep breath and let out all the 
fear as she exhaled. 

"You are right to leave”, said Mary. "There is nothing left 
for you here in Ireland, opportunities are not many in 
Scotland, and England is no haven, but I will miss you 
desperately and pray you will write me as often as you can, 
describing everything you see, everyone you meet, and 
someday tell me of my grandchildren upon whom I will 
never lay eyes.” 

The five eldest siblings encircled their mother and held 
her in their embrace while the youngest girls eavesdropped 
and smiled secretly at each other - they'd always stick 
together and never leave Mama's side. Or so they thought. 

Slowly the boys withdrew calling to their youngest sisters 
to come help them, and left their mother and eldest sister 
alone in the kitchen. 

"Anna, I know this is a sad time but I must change the 
course of our planning for your travels for a moment and 



give you something that I would have eventually given to 
you, but your leaving causes me to do so sooner.” 

Anna stared after her mother as she got up from the table 
and walked to the larger of the two bedrooms down the hall 
from the kitchen. 

When Mary returned she held a small, ancient-looking 
leather pouch in her hand. 

She passed it to Anna and explained how she had come 
to possess it on her wedding day. 

Mary watched as Anna used the index finger and thumb 
of her right hand to pull the same two items from the pouch, 
a ring and a folded square of sheep's hide, she had once 
removed in the same manner herself during happier times. 
The familiar exercise brought back a flood of memories of 
her own mother and the early years with John, before they 
were married and the struggles had begun in earnest. 

Mary sat down with a sigh as the sadness of all that had 
changed, and all that was still to change, overwhelmed her. 

Anna looked up confused by what she'd pulled from the 
small purse and placed on the table, and concerned by the 
look on her mother's face. 

Mary reached across the table and held her daughter's 
hand. 

"I am fine, really I am” she said and went on to explain 
what she knew of the mysterious items in the pouch. 

"But why did you never sell the ring. Mother? Surely it 
could have fed us better than the few shillings earned from 
the turf cuttings Grandfather sold. It must be worth a 
fortune!” 

"It was a promise Young Alexander's mother made to her 
father-in-law. A promise I made to my mother. Until the 
instructions of that bit of leather are understood and 
followed, these two pieces must remain together. Yes, the 
gold could have brought us temporary comfort, but your 
father and I agreed that food spoils and promises do not.” 

"When you were in Scotland did you try to learn the 
meaning of the riddle, if you can call it that?” 



“I did. I returned to Appin while pregnant with Joseph, as I 
knew it might be the last time I would be able to travel 
before he was born and future infants would consume all my 
time. I found nothing. I do not know what any of it means. 
Nor do I understand the significance of the ring. Was it 
merely a way to provide funds for Young Alex and Isla or 
does it have a part to play in the mystery. I do not even 
know what the stone is. Joseph, your grandfather, guessed 
it was crystal and thought perhaps it would speak answers 
should the proper person wear the ring, but my mother and I 
always felt that was just old superstition about witches and 
crystals. I will admit to feeling something when wearing the 
ring. I have tried it on many times over the years to try and 
reason its purpose and to feel close to my mother. There is a 
feeling of power, a tingle that runs from my finger up and 
down my arm as if something is running to and from the 
ring, but I've never understood the significance and often 
times thought I had imagined it." 

Anna closed her eyes, partially in fear and partially to 
concentrate, and slipped the ring on her right ring finger. 

It was a perfect fit. 

Suddenly her eyes popped open and she stared into her 
mother's identical violet-flecked green irises as she felt the 
power not just tingle, but surge up her arm, then further, 
towards her mind and back down to the ring. It was as if her 
right arm was a tuning fork that had just been struck against 
a rock of granite, but unlike the vibration of a tuning fork it 
didn't die down, the vibration grew and spread across her 
chest and to her other arm, down her torso, down her legs 
and all the way to her toes. Within seconds her whole body 
was tingling and then suddenly, whoosh, the energy 
snapped back to the finger from where it had begun 
spreading and was gone...Or so she thought. 

Just then her youngest sister Mima, came running into 
the house squealing and flailing her hands about her head. 

"Bees! Bees in my hair!" 



Anna and Mary both jumped up. The last thing they 
needed was for the girl to get an illness from a sting. 

Mary grabbed the child's hands while Anna made to flick 
the black and yellow insects from Mima's endless ringlets. 

At that moment, she got so angry and frustrated she 
wished she could just blow the bees out of the room, all at 
once. She wished the madness in the room to just stop, 
immediately. 

And in that moment, the ring obeyed. 

A quick prick of something resembling lightning shot out 
from the stone set in the golden band, still on the finger of 
Anna's hand which at the moment was imbedded in acres of 
hair atop Mima's head, and the bees all flew from their hairy 
nest, shoved by an invisible hand through open kitchen 
door, and into the adjacent room. 

Anna and Mary stared into each other's eyes over the 
small girl's head and processed what they'd just seen. They 
silently agreed not to alarm the girl and pushed her out the 
back door of the kitchen, opposite from the way the bees 
had been sent, telling her to collect Lizzie and wash up for 
supper, such that it was. 

Mima left the house muttering about that horrid Kennedy 
boy opening a jar of bees over her lovely curls and how he'd 
rue the day he drew his first breath if he ever dared to 
approach her again. Anna and Mary opened the front door 
of the cottage to let the bees find their way out, closed the 
kitchen door behind them and sat down at the kitchen table 
with identical thuds. 

Anna stared at the ring on her finger. She pulled the ring 
off expecting to be injured, but there was no wound, not 
even a mark. 

Mary picked the ring up, closed her eyes and placed the 
ring on her own digit just as she'd seen Anna do. 

Anna whispered, “Just think of the ring. It's all I did." 

Mary's eyes exploded open as she felt the tingle grow. It 
was as if the ring reached out, drew power from all over her 
body and then pulled it back into itself. 



Mary pulled the ring off and placed it on the table 
between them. Anna wondered out loud of it was dangerous 
to store the now full ring, should they not try to release the 
energy stored within, she asked. 

“You try it. See if you can expel the power it drew from 
me.” 

Anna slipped the ring back on and focused on the fire in 
the small fireplace, next to the stool where Robert had sat 
just a half an hour before. The flame glowed dimly as it ate 
away at the smoldering bog brick then suddenly the turf 
exploded in a shower of sparks and a large flame danced in 
the small grotto as Anna pushed a gust of wind into the it. 

Anna smiled a huge grin at her mother. Oh, it felt good to 
use this ring! 

Anna pulled the ring off and placed it next to the folded 
leather sheet. She paused for a moment as she reflected 
upon the fact that the tiny scrap of hide, which held the last 
words written by Alexander Stewart, her fourth great¬ 
grandfather, over a hundred years before, was sitting next to 
an object as powerful as this ring. She wondered for a 
moment which power was greater - that of the ring or that of 
family. Had it not been for Alexander and those who came 
after him trying to protect the family and promises made to 
it, this ring would have long ago been sold to buy a small 
piece of beef or a basket of vegetables. 

“Do you suppose Alexander knew of the ring's power?" 
Anna asked her mother. 

“I do not think so. I have always believed he intended it 
to help his family pay for passage out of Scotland or survive 
wherever they landed. I have often thought the riddle would 
lead to the Jacobite gold, of which this ring may have been a 
portion. We will probably never know the provenance of the 
ring - the original owner may very well have ripped it off his 
own finger after an impassioned speech during a dinner 
hosted by French nobles in Charles's honor." 

“Jacobite gold? Charles? Mother, what are you talking 
about?" 



Mary chuckled ironically for a moment and shook her 
head in disgust as she realized in-depth History lessons had 
been the least of their concerns over the last two decades. 
So much was lost to the needs of basic survival all these 
years, she thought to herself as she began to tell the story of 
the fight for the British crown in the 18 *^ century. 

Two weeks flew by faster than anyone had anticipated. 
Before they knew it, the coach had arrived that would carry 
Anna, Joseph, Matthew, Patrick, and Robert to Larne from 
where they would take a train to Belfast from where they 
would sail to Liverpool and from there on to Quebec where 
they would disembark on Grosse Isle for processing and 
make their way west to Toronto and south to New York. 

Owing to the waiting coach, goodbyes were quick and 
electrified by excitement, but as the coach pulled away and 
Anna realized the finality of the situation, she allowed 
herself a few tears of sadness. As the coach jostled over the 
rocky road, she placed her hand over her abdomen, just as a 
pregnant mother would, and felt the small lump sewn into 
the center of her skirt. Knowing she carried the power of the 
ring and the words of Alexander with her, gave her comfort 
for which she was enormously grateful. 

The plan to travel to North America was simple enough, 
but the devil being in the details, the execution was filled 
with tears, heartbreak and homesickness. 

Their sailing across the Atlantic was blessed by luck. It 
was quick enough their stores did not run out. Robert had 
struck up a conversation with some of the ship's deck hands 
now and again and heard stories of crossings during the 
worst of The Great Hunger; one in particular, about the crew 
and passengers eating shipworms, pulled and eaten live 
from the decks and railings of their boat after running out of 
food during their crossing, gave him nightmares for the rest 
of their sailing, and indeed his life. 



As their ship was free of vermin and disease, they were 
processed quickly and suddenly found themselves on soil 
that moved differently beneath their feet and breathing air 
that was dry and crisp and sweet, but made them yearn for 
home all the same. 

The siblings rode as far as Syracuse together where they 
each began the search for employment. Robert eventually 
returned to Canada and became a Detective in Toronto. 
Joseph found himself a farm in Ulysses, New York and had a 
large family. Matthew too chose farming but had no 
children. Patrick made for Detroit and died at only 25 from 
injuries acquired in his profession as a fireman, his infant 
son dying soon after. And Anna found herself a position as 
an attendant at Willard Asylum for the Chronic Insane in 
Willard, New York. Jemima and Elizabeth joined them later, 
and had small families before dying in their late twenties. 

During her journey from Ireland to her new home in 
Willard, Anna kept her mind and fingers busy ensuring the 
legacy of Alexander Stewart's words. She hoped someday 
her own children would return to the land of their ancestors 
and find what Alexander had left for them, and she needed 
to have someplace to store the ring that the average eye 
would overlook. 

Anna embroidered Alexander's words onto a round bit of 
linen she'd taken from the scrap box in her mother's room. 
She then sewed the linen into the center of a slightly larger 
round piece of heavy brown wool. 

Along the margin edge, above where the linen met wool, 
she cut small slits and wove a bit of thickly twisted 
embroidery thread back and forth through the slits creating 
a drawstring for her new, yet simple and unassuming purse, 
into which she'd next sewed a small pocket to hold the 
precious and powerful ring. 

Having fashioned a small button closure for the ring's 
pocket, her purse was now complete. Into it she placed a 
few of the coins taken from their hiding place in the hem of 



her dress, a bit of thread wrapped around a mending needle, 
a few hairpins, a comb and the small chipped mirror her 
mother had given her years before. 

After a year spent living and working at Willard Asylum, 
Anna met and married Joseph Caspar Houlard, also a recent 
immigrant; only his story was a bit more colorful. 

Joseph Gaspard Houlard, as he had been christened in 
France nearly twenty-five years earlier, was a notorious 
horse thief who had deserted the French Foreign Legion in 
Algeria! 


July 1874 
Dambach 
Alsace, France 

Joseph Casper Houlard had been born in this very house 
24 years before. He was the second oldest of seven 
children, 6 boys and Magdalene, the only girl. 

Living on the edge, as they did, where France met 
Germany, his family had suffered for generations, but 
tonight would be the final chink in their armor of resolve. 
Tonight, they would decide to leave their beloved country 
and make a new life in New York, where some of their family 
had sailed for forty years before. 

The Franco-Prussian war, the latest in a series of conflicts 
between the two countries had been fought five years 
earlier. It had drained their small village of all its resources 
and no one had been shocked one evening in April of 1871 
to learn that Joseph had stolen a horse from the stables of 
the Germans occupying his birthplace, in an effort to help 
feed his family. 

Joseph was caught and it was rumored he was to be made 
an example of, to quell any thoughts of rebellion by the 



French against their German occupiers. “One hundred 
lashes in the village center and fourteen days in prison 
afterwards should make these people think twice", said the 
commander over supper one night. Luckily, a local girl had 
been taken on as housekeeping staff and overheard the 
statement. It wasn't long before word of the punishment to 
come had traveled to the Houlard farm. 

Joseph's father, Nicholas, and elder brother of the same 
name, devised a plan to free Joseph before he could be 
publicly punished and possibly die of his wounds while 
rotting in a cell. You see Nicholas wasn't just a farmer...he 
had other interests, shall we say. 

Until the Prussians had ridden into town he had run a 
small spirits business out of the forest near his home. 
Nicholas had quietly name for himself, and a small bit of 
extra money, distilling brandy. Their plan was simple, and 
older than the Rhine; they were going to anonymously 
deliver a few bottles of the intoxicant to the men guarding 
the jail, wait for them to become inebriated enough to give 
in to the sleep of the spirit, at which point Joseph could 
escape and they would help him leave the village until it 
was safe to return. 

Escape he did, but he also reckoned the following four 
years had been more brutal than the one hundred lashings 
could ever have been. 

He escaped Dambach and made his way to the south 
hoping to find work and live simply, until he could return 
home, but along the way he found nothing but a few people 
who offered crusts of bread. He kept journeying south until 
eventually he arrived in Marseille. Unable to find a position 
he resorted to what many men in his situation did and joined 
the French Foreign Legion. The appeal of creating a new 
identity, having the security of regular meals and pay, and 
the call of adventure, was too much to pass up. He enlisted 



the day after he arrived and found himself bound for Algeria 
inside a week, dreaming of the glory of battle and exotic 
women. 

Unfortunately, Algeria was not a dream - it was a 
nightmare. With no battles to fight, the Legionnaires were 
converted into security and construction details. Endless 
hours in the North African sun creating roads and building 
fortifications was maddening and soul killing, but the worst 
was the fear, the fear of what happened if the native 
Algerians engaged in their favorite pastime - capturing and 
torturing Legionnaires. 

The men drank away their fear and misery with the 
cheap, and readily available, native, Arak. At the 
intersection of drink and heat and fear the men found Le 
Cafard, the black beetle of madness that burrowed its way 
into their minds. Joseph saw some of his fellow brothers 
driven to dig their own graves and claw at their skin until 
they reached bone. He vowed he would not join them; Le 
Cafard will not get me he repeated to himself much as a 
Catholic crosses himself in the presence of evil. He thought 
of his family back home, took water instead of Arak and tried 
to find quiet time to center his mind. 

Over a period of 24 hours, in the heat of the summer of 
1874, Joseph's life would change forever. 

While on patrol one evening, members of a local tribe 
kidnapped him, and the fear of torture became an almost 
unsurvivable reality. 

Joseph was staked to the ground, spread eagle. They 
lacerated his body and poured honey into his wounds, 
leaving him to bake in the summer sun as ant fodder. 

His fellow Legionnaires heard his screams, but were 
powerless to mount a rescue in the broad daylight. 



Once night fell, aided by a moonless night and guided by 
Joseph's whimpers, two of his fellow soldiers crawled like 
serpents across the sand with small curved koummya 
daggers between their teeth. 

They managed to cut him free, drag him back to the 
garrison and turn his unconscious body over to the 
physician, but when they went to look for him at daybreak 
the next day he was gone. 

Joseph had awoken in the minutes just before dawn, 
adrenaline surging thorough his veins. 

/ am going home, he silently and suddenly decided. He 
had to keep himself from leaping off the cot upon which he'd 
been sleeping and thereby startling the Legionnaires in the 
room. 

Slowly he sat up and listened to the breathing of his 
sleeping garrison mates; satisfied they were all deep asleep, 
he crept from the room and made his way out of the garrison 
and north to Castiglione, a port city not used often by the 
military. 

He stowed away on a cargo vessel returning to France 
and held his breath the entire crossing of the Mediterranean. 

On the evening of the third day after sailing from 
Castiglione, Joseph crawled out from behind the bags and 
barrels still stowed in the belly of the ship, crept onto the 
deck and made his way ashore. Breathing French air again 
revitalized his determination and he struck out immediately 
to Dambach. 

His conscience stuffed into the deepest corners of his 
bowels by his base survival instincts did not utter even a 
whisper as he begged and stole what he needed to endure, 
all the while unknowingly sowing the unremorseful, bitter 
and belligerent seeds of his future persona. 

Strangers helped transport him, some of their own will, 
some under threat and some unaware, in small spurts during 
his 500-mile journey home. 



Outdoor markets provided easy access to pilfered fruits, 
cheese, and bread that sustained his body during his 
travels. They also provided brandy that fueled the fire in the 
furnace of anger growing in his chest. Suffering from fever 
and pain, altered by alcohol and with time on his hands, 
Joseph reflected on his twenty-four years as a worker-bee 
serving everyone's interests but his own. 

“No one shall ever take anything from me again! No one 
shall command my actions! I shall be lord and master, 
general and sovereign of my own domain!" he drunkenly 
bellowed from the back of the wagon next to the crates of 
fowl spooking them, the driver and the horses. 

Finally, Joseph reached his village. 

He had awoken, groggy and in pain, a short time earlier 
as the wagon driver cracked his whip and called to his 
horses. He recognized the village neighboring his own and 
once again felt the surge of hope mixed with adrenaline that 
had spurred his escape from Algeria. 

As the wagon slowed to a creep Joseph heard the driver 
angrily holler, “Time to go!" 

Assuming, correctly as it turned out, that his earlier 
proclamations of independence from servitude had annoyed 
his host, he quickly rolled himself off the edge of the wagon 
onto the soft grass by the side of the track and watched as 
the driver cracked the whip over his horse's head and sped 
off happy to be rid of his vociferous human cargo. 

Joseph hurried as fast as his healing, infected body could 
manage. He was so close to home it was unimaginable to 
stop now even though the wounds on his body festered and 
his eyes burned like a thousand suns were held within. 

As he stumbled and fell through the front door of the 
family farmhouse he startled his mother who was bent over 
the wood stove tending to the stew simmering atop. 

Barbe ran towards her son, calling to her daughter 
Magdalene to run and fetch her father from the barn. 



By the time Nicholas and Magdalene returned, Barbe had 
stripped Joseph of his filthy, tattered clothing and was 
addressing each of his wounds with hot water. 

Alternating pouring hot soup down this throat and brandy 
over his wounds, Barbe turned a deaf ear to his protestations 
that she was doing it in reverse of what God intended and 
completed the task of nursing her son. 

Soon the soup, the comfort of home, and sheer 
exhaustion overwhelmed Joseph and he slipped into a deep 
sleep rolled in an old quilt before the fire. 

Barbe and Nicholas looked over the sleeping body of their 
son, their eyes met and without a word each began planning 
the family's departure from France. 

It took some time to make their arrangements. Nicholas 
had to sell the farm, the livestock and the tools he could not 
carry with him. Barbe had to sew fresh clothes for the family 
and determine which household items could be packed and 
which needed to be sold. 

Between the preparations and the travel concerns during 
winter, there was no chance of leaving before the spring of 
the following year. 

For nine excruciating months Joseph lived almost as a 
prisoner in his own home. Unable to show his face in the 
village for fear of being thrown back in prison or being 
discovered by the Foreign Legion, to which he still owed 
nearly two years of service, he remained trapped indoors in 
direct conflict with his promise to himself never to be 
controlled by another. 

Joseph drank his father's brandy and wine to dull the 
passing of time. He dreamt of the freedom of America - 
freedom from war, fear and backbreaking work for little 
return. He schemed his own realm where his family name 
dominated the record books, owned many homes and ran 
many businesses. He fantasized about the opportunities 



that would throw themselves at his feet, once they touched 
American soil. 

Finally, the time had arrived! The Houlards arrived in 
New York City on 28 April 1875, disembarked from the 
Holsatia, and made for Manlius Station, New York to join 
other family, which had arrived decades earlier. 

All the Houlards began using the Americanized surname 
Hullar, and cultivated family roots deep into the fertile soil of 
Onondaga County. 

Joseph found himself a position as a baker at Willard 
Asylum for the Chronic Insane, met his future wife, Anna 
Black, and set about bringing his dreams into reality. 

A dashing, handsome man, he had no problems sweeping 
Anna off her feet. She soon retired her attendant apron and 
went about setting up their first home in Ovid where they 
soon welcomed their first son, Joseph Caspar Hullar II, in 
1879. 

After a move to the larger city of Syracuse, three more 
children followed. Marie Barbara arrived in 1882, and twins 
Frank and Elizabeth rounded out the family in 1884. 

Unfortunately for Anna and the children, Joseph was 
never able to dislodge the anger he had accumulated during 
the first twenty-five years of his life. He drank to drown the 
madness, becoming violent and unpredictable in a time 
when divorcing your husband was not an option for someone 
of Anna's financial situation. 

She and the children adapted and learned to steer clear 
of Joe, as he became known, when possible. 

During their years together, Anna and Joe amassed a 
respectable portfolio of properties and ran a small grocery, 
while Joe continued working as a baker at the asylum. 

It wasn't a happy life, but it was a life void of hunger, war 
did not pound on their doorstep, and their children had the 



luxury of an education and growing up in a community filled 
with their cousins, aunts and uncles 

The four children of Joe and Anna grew up, married and 
had families of their own. 

In 1915 their eldest son, Joseph Hullar II, married Rose 
Jane Norton, the daughter of Patrick Norton another survivor 
of the Great Hunger, albeit from the southern County of 
Tipperary. Rose was born in Pennsylvania but, had recently 
graduated from the Syracuse Homeopathic Hospital as a 
nurse. 

The two met when fate led Rose and a fellow nurse to rent 
a room above Joe and Anna Hullar's Grocery, on Whittier 
Avenue. 

Shortly after their marriage, Joe and Rose removed to 
Brooklyn to raise their two children - Robert and Betty Anne. 

Joe and Rose seldom returned to Syracuse in those early 
years, busy as they were with raising a family and running 
their small grocery store. But, Anna's death in 1923 
prompted one of their rare visits home. 

At the reading of Anna's will each of her four children was 
left a small token of her love; the rest of her estate 
belonging of course to her husband - who incidentally 
remarried a woman twenty years his junior and when he 
died in 1929, left his entire estate save for $304, of which 
$300 went to his youngest brother Bert and $1 to each of his 
four children, to his second wife. 

Driving back to Brooklyn after the funeral and interment 
at Woodlawn Cemetery, Joe and Rose examined Anna's gifts 
to them. 

They were the recipients of a small woolen purse 
containing an ancient looking ring nestled in a small 
camouflaged pocket sewn into the linen lining which itself 
was embroidered with the strangest riddle, a small diary and 
a sealed letter. 



Joe reached over to pick up the purse out of Rose's lap as 
she slit open the letter. 

“I remember this purse", he said as he held it up on top of 
the steering wheel. "Mother used to pull it out when Father 
was acting his worst. She'd go to her room, pull this out of 
the top drawer of her bureau and later that night Father 
would always be in a different mood. Not necessarily a 
better one, just a more reserved one, like a cat who'd been 
taught a lesson it wasn't quite ready to learn. I always 
thought she kept a bit of magic in here, but never had the 
gumption to actually go looking into it." 

Joe stared off down the road as Rose read Anna's letter: 

To my eldest son, Joseph ~ 

How convenient I always found it that in giving you your 
father's name I also gave you my grandfather's name. 

It is one of my great failings that I did not tell you more of 
your Irish and Scottish family it was often too painful for 
me to even think of them, but now as I prepare to Join 
them in whatever state we exist after life, I wonder if 
telling you of them would have eased my yearning to be 
with them. 

The diary Mr. Bertram was to give you with this letter and 
a small purse, will tell you all I can remember of the 
family and the land that gave me life. 

I assume by now you have found the ring. It, along with 
the riddle embroidered in the purse, are the last gifts 
from Alexander Stewart, your great-grandfather, and his 
ancestors before him. The diary will tell you more about 
the riddle; try to solve it. As to the ring, I cannot account 
for its peculiar tastes. I have had you all wear it at one 
time or another when you were very young to try to 
teach you of its gifts, but none of you were able to find its 
usefulness. Perhaps it chooses? All I can say is, allow your 



children to wear it and tell them to think of it...if it is 
meant to be they will know it. 

Never let these items out of the family. Pass them to 
your children, to your nieces and nephews if need be... 
but never let them go... 

Love always, 

Your Mother 

Joe and Rose never did figure out the meaning of the 
riddle. The purse it lay in sat in a tobacco box in the bottom 
of Joe's bureau until he died. The box was eventually 
packed up in Rose's things when she moved in with her 
daughter to live out the remainder of her years. Betty Anne 
discovered it once, after Rose died in 1984, but simply 
placed it in the drawer of an old armoire along with a few 
other keepsakes and some old photos. 

In 1955, in anticipation of their 40 *^ wedding anniversary, 
Joe had pulled out that old ring and took it to a jeweler 
hoping to recycle the gold into a gift for his bride. His 
mother never said it couldn't be altered he reasoned. 
Imagine his surprise when the jeweler proposed faceting the 
diamond before resetting it! imagine all those years 
thinking it nothing but a dusty old crystal or bit of paste...he 
mused before giving the jeweler the go-ahead to create a 
Trinity Ring from the single stone and its gold mount. 



Anna's letter and diary were lost when Joe and Rose 
moved from Brooklyn back to Syracuse after World War II 
and the marriages of their two children. Joe tried to tell his 
children of their grandmother's life in, and journey from, 
Ireland, and of their roots in Scotland as best he could 
remember from the diary, but theirs was a generation that 
only looked forward. For Betty Anne and her brother Robert, 
who had flown B-17s out of Molesworth to bomb mainland 
Europe, the past held nothing but reminders of pain and 
suffering, struggle and war. They did not care where they 
came from, only where they were going. People never think 
of the roots that stabilize and nourish the trees, because 
they are always laying atop them, marveling at the dancing 
leaves affixed to branches stretching for the sun. 

As Anna was telling me of the letter she'd left to her son 
Joe I did a sitting cartwheel off the bed, stuck the landing 
and lurched for the bottom drawer of my dresser from which 
I pulled the drawstring purse containing the riddle of 
Alexander Stewart and grabbed the Trinity Ring from its 
sleeping spot in the small jewelry box on top of the dresser. 

I'd come and gone from the bed so quickly I'd knocked 
over the picture of Patrick in the process. I had to set down 
the surprises in my hands to straighten the frame and heard 
a gasp from behind the glass as Anna caught sight of the 
purse. 

"You have it! You have the riddle! I suppose it doesn't 
matter since I could have recited it to you, having 
memorized it, but I'm so glad you have the purse. Tell me, is 
the ring still in the hidden pocket?" 

"Well, no, the ring is not there, but I think this might be 
it", I said as I showed her the Trinity Ring. 

"No, no, Alexander's ring looked nothing like that!" she 
said with disgust. 

"Wait, hear me out. Joe gave this ring to Rose for their 
40th wedding anniversary. From what I understand, from 
one of his granddaughters, he had it made for her from a 



ring he inherited from his mother, a diamond ring set in gold 
he'd thought was nothing but an old dirty crystal." 

"Joe had that made from the ring I left him? Are you 
sure?" 

"Unless you left him more than one ring, it must be 
Alexander's ring." 

"Try it on Laura! Try it on! See if it works for you." 

"Well, okay", I said as I slid it on my left ring finger where 
I usually wore it every day. "What do I do now?" 

"Just think of the ring, look at the cuts in the stone and 
the glow of the gold; study it." 

I did as she suggested, but it didn't work. I'd done this 
same exercise a thousand times before I'd ever suspected 
the ring of harboring a great power, it was just a lovely ring 
to look at, but I'd never experienced any sensation other 
than admiration for the stone cutter. 

"I don't think I can make it work, Anna." 

"Such a shame. Ah well, perhaps your daughter will have 
the ability?" 

"Perhaps", I said as I looked down at the ring again, this 
time thinking of the ring and whether it would like sitting on 
Lexie's finger someday and wondering whom the first person 
to wear it had been. Suddenly I felt a vibration in my arm, 
as if someone had hit my left funny bone with the end of a 
butter knife, then it spread, until my whole body, from tippy 
toes to the top of my head, was humming with something I 
could only describe as energy, then whoosh, it all sucked 
back in on itself, down my left arm and was gone. I was 
vaguely aware of Anna's voice calling my name... 

"Laura! Laura! Are you alright?" 

"Yes, yes, I think so. The oddest sensation, like my whole 
body was vibrating and then it was gone." 

Anna clapped her hands once in front of her face behind 
the glass of the frame, "Excellent! How did you do it?" 

"I thought about the ring like you said, but as if it was a 
being not just an object. I wondered how it felt, and asked it 
where it had come from, then a tingling began along my 



nerves in my arm, expanded through my body, then 
contracted back down my arm; but it's all gone now." 

"No, it's not gone, it's in the ring. I've always thought the 
ring absorbs energy or power from the body and 
concentrates it in the ring. Now you must try to dispel the 
energy, use the second half of the power." 

"On what, how powerful is it, I don't want to blow 
something up!" 

"You've only given it one charge, you won't have enough 
power to do more than light a candle or push a book across a 
table." 

"Only one charge? What are you talking about?" 

Anna chuckled, "Well, you can increase the power by 
charging it multiple times before discharging, but I wouldn't 
recommend that until you have a bit of practice. I once blew 
Joseph across a room after a particularly bad night of 
drinking, it was months before he come home that mean 
again." 

"A candle you say?" I asked warily. 

"Just imagine pushing the power out of the stone, or 
stones in your case. I wonder if it will work differently now 
that there are three stones side by side instead of one large 
one. Humph, oh well, no time like the present to find out. 
Perhaps move an object instead of trying to light something, 
until we know how the ring functions now, we do not want to 
start a barn burner, do we?" 

I got up, retrieved a book from the desk and set it on the 
bed between my crossed legs and the picture frame. I held 
out my left hand, closed into a fist and pointed the ring at 
the book like I was some kind of comic book superhero. 

"What are you doing?" asked Anna. 

"How the hell should I know? I've never used a magic 
diamond ring before, is there some proper way to do this?" I 
answered sarcastically. 

Anna, who had never seen Ryan Reynolds do his Green 
Lantern thing, had no context for what I was doing, just 
shook her head and said, "Tell the ring to move the book. 



You don't have to point it at the object you want to affect, 
the power can be used without such obvious fanfare, no 
need to draw attention to yourself." 

Clearly Anna needed to read the rules of being a 
superhero! Rule #1 - Draw Attention to Yourself with 
Costumes, Mannerisms, and Stuff! 

I closed my eyes because I felt like I should. I cleared my 
mind of Ryan Reynolds (no small feat) and all the other 
gibberish floating around in there {Remember to replace the 
Guinness keg in the morning, oh and order more wild rice.) 
and told the ring to move the book. 

There was no slow inching, no struggle to budge it, that 
puppy just flew off the bed, across the room, smacked into 
the corner by the window and flapped to the floor. 

"Holy Shit!" 

"Indeed", said Anna with a conspiratory smile. 

"You say I can load the stone multiple times before 
discharging?" 

"Yes, you simply do what you did the first time, over and 
over; but beware, it will drain you. Also, you should know it 
holds a charge permanently until dispelled, if you charged it 
now it would still be charged tomorrow, or next year, making 
it much safer to energize the stone multiple times without 
exhausting yourself in one go. I used to keep it charged in 
the purse just so it would be that much quicker to use when 
Joe came home in one of his moods." 

"Poor Joe", I said with a twinkle as I looked up from the 
ring to Anna. 

"My foot! That man was the Devil's imp wrapped in 
satin...", she sputtered until she caught my eye realizing I 
was being facetious. 

The ring's powers sufficiently sorted we turned our 
attention to Alexander's riddle. 

"Anna", I said picking up the purse and turning it inside 
out to get a better look at the riddle she'd embroidered into 



the bottom panel all those years ago, "did you ever come up 
with any leads on what any of this riddle might mean?" 

"Well, I think I may have worked out a few things. I never 
returned to Scotland obviously, so I only have a theory on 
the meaning of some of the words but no idea of a location." 

"Shoot!" 

"I beg your pardon?" 

"Oh, sorry, it's a colloquialism for "gimme what you got", I 
said with a grin. 

"Well, all right", said Anna still looking a little dubious. 
"The first line. Where I but not I died, must refer to where 
another Alexander Stewart died. The third line must refer to 
a house named for a hunter, but held by an enemy of the 
Stewarts - which would, for the time, refers to anyone from 
or in support of the House of Hanover. Lastly, the fourth 
line. Find your piece, I believe it is both a clue and an 
instruction. Where one finds their peace, you will find your 
piece, if you understand my meaning." 

"It all sounds a bit like a cemetery now that you explain 
it. A cemetery where someone named Alexander Stewart 
died? Or is buried? And found peace? Perhaps a family plot 
on an estate named for a hunter? But Hunter is also 
capitalized; do you suppose it refers to a proper name? 
Someone named Hunter?" 

"That I do not know. What I do know is, you are the 
closest anyone has been in centuries to where our piece is 
buried; you must find it." 

"Well, I suppose the first step will be to see if I can find 
out where our Alexander lived. I imagine where ever he hid 
his secret must be within a short trip of his home, or the land 
where it stood. You said Isla and Young Alex were from 
Appin, right? I was almost there the other night; I made it as 
far as some place called Castle Stalker before turning back. 
My husband is coming to town in a few weeks and I was 
going to take him back there to show him the castle, we'll 
just plan on going a bit further and see what we can 



discover about Appin. Wouldn't it be nice to be able to just 
summon Alexander here and ask him directly?" 

"Why not do just that?" 

"I need to fill my mind with personal information to 
summon the right person. I don't know when he was born or 
died - except for the year, thanks to you. I don't know what 
he looked like. I could summon Alexander Stewarts with 
sons named Robert all day for months and probably never 
find him. But I do now know where he lived...I suppose it 
could be possible. I will try with what I have." 

"Yes, I think that is a reasonable course of action. You will 
summon me and tell me what you discover, won't you?" 
asked Anna wistfully. 

"Of course! From what I understand of this Spirit Stone, 
as we call it, you won't have any idea of time passing 
between now and when I call you again, but you will 
remember everything once you return", I responded trying 
to cheer her up. 

"Well then, I will say good evening and let you get some 
rest. I look forward to visiting with you again Laura, my 
great-great granddaughter", she said with a smile. 

I said goodbye then closed the connection by thinking 
her gone as I'd learned to do over the last weeks, and 
watched as her image shimmered and faded away. 

I remained so absorbed in the story of Alexander Stewart 
that I brushed my teeth, changed into my PJs, and crawled 
into bed without realizing I'd done any of it. I laid on my 
pillows, took a few deep breaths to let the day drain away, 
and allowed my dreams to carry me off... 



Chapter VIII 


The Family Tree 
Oban, Scotland 

When I awoke in the morning I was rested, but had a 
nagging feeling I needed to remember something. I lay in 
bed trying to remember. 

Arg! What did I forget? There's something I was 
supposed to remember! Was it from a dream I had iast 
night? Was it something for the restaurant, or for Jesse, or 
Lexie? What the heii was it? 

Accepting the fact it wasn't going to come to me like this 
I flipped back the covers and swung my legs around till I was 
sitting on the edge of the bed. A good stretch and groan 
and I was ready to get moving. Hair brushed and in a bun, 
teeth brushed, dressed, a little makeup, Alexander's Trinity 
Ring back on my finger and I was ready to go. 

I stood on the rug in front of my dresser from where I'd 
just picked up Alexander's ring before sliding it on my ring 
finger. I looked at the stones sparkling in their setting in the 
early morning sun coming in through the window over the 
dog bed and wished the ring could talk, could tell me what it 
had seen. Unintentionally I'd started the charging process 
and smiled as I recognized the sensation building, flooding 
my extremities, then whooshing down my left arm and into 
the ring. 

As the collected energy charged down my arm I suddenly 
remembered what I'd been trying to recall from earlier - the 
Red-Haired Lady from my dream! I'd dreamt of her again. It 
had been weeks since the first time I'd dreamt of her, but 
last night she'd taken me somewhere, somewhere familiar, 
and showed me some trees and she'd talked to me, but 
about what? She wanted me to do something! Arg! What 
was it? Something about the trees. And why did the area 
seem so famiiiar? 



The memory of the dream faded as I walked down the 
stairs to let the dogs out through the kitchen door and got 
sucked into the vortex of running a pub. 

Jesse called that evening to say he was looking into 
flights for mid-July to come visit for my birthday and catch 
up on the goings on. I didn't tell him of my conversation 
with Anna, I figured I'd save that for when he was here and I 
could show him the powers of the ring and tell him what's 
she'd revealed about the riddle in the purse. 

I stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror and 
reached up to pull the chopsticks from my bun. I smiled at 
the thought of Jesse learning of the ring's power. He's going 
to pee himself! My geeky, comic book loving husband, is 
going to absolutely demand I wear a Wonder Woman 
costume from here on out! 

As I was running through the visual of telling him about 
the ring and the riddle, I remembered I needed to research 
Stalker Castle to see if they give tours Jesse and I could take 
while he's here. I grabbed a post-it from my desk and, 
holding my toothbrush between my teeth, wrote "Stalker 
Castle" on it and slapped it on the bathroom mirror to 
remind myself to look into it one night after I closed up the 
pub. 

I climbed into bed, expecting to fall asleep quickly, but 
just couldn't turn my brain off. I thought of watching some 
TV, but that didn't appeal to me nor did reading one of the 
books under my nightstand. I rolled over to face the other 
way and watched the dogs sleeping soundly in the milky 
moonlight beneath their window. I lay there, completely still 
except for my eyeballs, which were roaming the room 
looking for something with which to distract my mind so I 
might doze off. They fell upon the picture of Patrick and I 
decided perhaps it was time to meet some more ancestors, 
maybe this time from Ed's side of the family. I'd not met 



anyone from his side since Archie Campbell; maybe I'd try 
Ed himself! Wouldn't he just have kittens! 

I sat up, reached over to dresser, picked up Patrick's 
photo and propped it up against my bended legs. 

"Grandpa? Are you there?" I asked with a mind full of 
images of Ed Burkardt - in his prized powder blue Cadillac 
meeting Brent and me at the Hojo's in Tampa, the halfway 
point between Ft. Myers and our dad's place in Bell, FL. 
Hojo's, where we got to eat sweet, sticky, forbidden 
pistachio ice cream after Dad's old Ford hippie van tottered 
off. I pictured Grandpa in his tartan golf pants and solid 
yellow golf shirt on the course in Ft. Myers and on his boat 
Old Granddad in his backyard canal. Why hadn't / thought of 
this before, I thought to myself as the familiar image of my 
grandfather appeared before me making me smile like a 
little girl. 

"Laura? Is that you?" 

"Yes! Yes, it's me. Grandpa." 

"What is this? What's on Earth is going on? You're all 
grown up and I'm, well. I'm not all here", he said looking 
down at his hands. 

"Well, the simple version is, it's 2014 and you're a ghost." 

"Fine, now how about the complicated version." 

I explained about the Spirit Stone and how Rose's father 
brought it from Ireland. I explained that I was now living in 
Scotland and that he had a great-granddaughter. I told him 
that Brent was living in Hawaii and that Betty Anne had died 
in 2001. We talked for hours as I answered his rapid-fire 
questions regarding the 28 years that had passed since his 
death, and showed him photos of everyone. 

It was lovely talking to him. As a child, he'd always made 
me feel safe and now was no different. I could still smell his 
distinct evening perfume of Old Granddad bourbon, pipe 
tobacco, and Old Spice aftershave that he shook from the 
milky white glass bottle on his dresser into the palm of his 



hand. I remembered the scratchy feel of his beard, as he'd 
kiss my cheek good night after reading us a story and saying 
The Lord's Prayer with us. I recalled the 3rd grade Calvert 
correspondence course package he and Betty Anne bought 
for me in an effort to help me get some sort of education on 
Dad's commune - I primarily focused on the math and 
mythology reading assignments because they were what I 
liked and left to their own devices, kids will follow their 
callings. I remembered the faux turkey he made one 
Thanksgiving, a recipe he'd invented in order to convince 
my militantly-vegan-for-everyone-but-himself father to allow 
Brent and me to visit for the holiday - it was quite a 
concoction, succotash suspended in molded shimmering 
gelatin encased in golden brown pastry decorated with tiny 
pastry wings and drumsticks which he sliced for us just like 
the real turkey the rest of the family ate. (Later when I 
learned what gelatin was made from I cringed a bit, but 
Grandpa did the best he could to keep his former son-in-law 
from cutting him off from seeing us...l shudder to think what 
Grandpa would have thought about Dad's orders regarding 
the proper pooping position and the fact I lied through my 
teeth to Dad about assuming it while with the 
grandparents!) 

"Grandpa, can I ask you about something I found in 
Grandma's things after she died?" 

"Sure Honey." 

"I'll be right back." 

I grabbed the small leather bag of colored stones from the 
bottom drawer of my dresser and hopped back up on the 
bed. 

"Have you ever seen this? No one I've spoken to seems 
to know where, or from whom, it came", I asked as I showed 
him the pouch and dumped the stones into my hand to show 
him. 

"Those were my mother's!" said Grandpa excitedly. "She 
used to let, my brother, your great uncle Bob and me play 
with them as children. I'm surprised Betty Anne kept those 



stones; she was always in such a hurry to get rid of things. 
They came from the Staats line, have you heard of that 
branch of the family? There was always so much I wanted to 
tell you about the family, but you moved to Hawaii, then 
California and you were only fourteen when I died, I never 
had the chance..." 

"Well, you can tell me now", I said trying to cheer him up. 
"I have heard of the Staats, I may know even more than you 
do about them. Did you know that through that line you are 
related to Revolutionary War soldiers? Do you know the 
story of how they all came to New York?" I asked, excited at 
being able to tell someone all that I had learned about our 
Palatine ancestors. 

"No, I don't know much about the Staats family beyond 
what I've heard of my great-grandfather, Robert Henry 
Staats. He moved to Brooklyn from Columbia County, up in 
the Hudson Valley, in the mid-1850s to trade mahogany. 
Somehow everyone ended up in the house on Woodbine. We 
lived there with Grandmother Ida, Robert's daughter, my 
mother's mother, until we moved to Floral Park. I know 
Robert lived there for a time, as did Clarence, Ida's brother. 
Ida lived there for decades. I was never sure if she bought it 
or if her father had, but regardless, it was rare for a woman 
to own her home like that. She was widowed when Mother 
was only twelve years old and didn't remarry for many years. 
Her first husband, my grandfather, had been a ship builder; I 
think he was killed in an accident at the yard. Ida died when 
I was a teenager and she'd outlived all her siblings so most 
of the Staats family history went with her. Mother had a 
sister. May, she married and moved to New Jersey where my 
two cousins lived, but we were never that close." 

"I found one picture of Ida in a cigar box in Betty Anne's 
armoire...She was a, ummm, handsome woman", I said 
stifling a smile. 

"Yes, she was rather intimidating wasn't she". Grandpa 
said with a wicked grin. 



"No wonder no one got much of the family story! Talking 
to her would have scared the pants off me, but then again, I 
remember being afraid of your mom when I was a kid!" 

"Mother wasn't so bad. She was strict, and she had a lot 
of sadness in her life. Her father died young, then my father 
died young, then my brother Robert died young and without 
children. I think it made her steel herself against pain. She 
softened a bit in her older years, but by then she was ill and 
often didn't feel well." 

"One of these days I should call her to the Spirit Stone - 
just to see what it would be like talking to her now that I'm 
an adult. When you're a small child the world takes on a 
different perspective. I'd love to know more about her dad 
and his family. From what I've found, his father built ships in 
Brooklyn too and also died rather young. The 19th century 
was brutal!" 

"Yes, it certainly was, now tell me, what have you learned 
about the Staats family?" 

"Well, I kind of have an idea I'd like to try, if you're 
game...." 

"I've got nowhere to be, what's your idea?" 

"I'd like to call your great-great grandfather, Philip Staats. 
He was Robert Staats's father. I have a photo of him from a 
distant cousin and I think I can use it to call him, but I want 
to do it with you on the line as it were, see if we can do a 
three-way ghost call." 

"Laura, I'm game, but if you can't keep the connection 
open with both of us, just talk to Philip and then summon 
me again to tell me his story." 

"Roger that! Okay, hang on", I said as I pulled up the 
photo of Philip on my computer. I swiveled the laptop 
around so Grandpa could see the photo of his great-great 
grandfather. 

"Amazing! Just amazing." 

"Alright, here we go", I said as I began mentally calling 
Philip based on the photo and dates I had for him. 



I realized something wasn't functioning properly behind 
the glass. Grandpa was trying to talk to me, but I couldn't 
hear him and another voice was confused and angry. 

"Grandpa, if you can hear me. I'm going to let you go, this 
isn't working and I think Philip is freaking out a bit trying to 
come through." 

I mentally shut out Grandpa and focused completely on 
Philip who began to appear behind the glass looking a little 
shaken. 

"Philip? Philip Staats?" 

"Yes. Yes, that is my name. Who are you? What magic is 
this?" 

"Well, the first bit is easy. I'm your fourth great 
granddaughter, Laura. The second part, about the magic. 
I'm afraid I can't explain it, it just is." 

"Is that so? Well then explain to me why I am here", he 
said rather severely. 

"Absolutely!" I said, suddenly on edge from his Principal 
like demeanor. "I was just speaking with my grandfather, 
your great-great grandson, in the same way I'm speaking to 
you; from Beyond, I guess you might call it. His name is 
Edward by the way, and we decided we'd love to meet you, 
as you and your wife Catherine are the only ancestors from 
the Staats line I have a photo of, a photo being the easiest 
way to summon someone. We were just talking about some 
stones he inherited from his mother via your granddaughter 
Ida, and we thought we'd call you to ask about them..." I 
could feel myself running out of breath as I tried to tell him 
everything in an effort to get him to stop looking at me like 
I'd just been sent to his office for being truant. Why am / 
worried about what someone who died 150 years ago thinks 
of me, cairn down dammit! 

"Some stones?" he barked. "Stones of many different 
colors? One blue, one red, one black, one green and one 
violet?" 

"Yes! You know them?" 



"Hexensteine!" he almost choked on the word. "They are 
the Witches Stones", he continued with a look of revulsion 
mixed with fear. "I want nothing to do with them! My father 
passed them to me and I sent them away with my son 
Robert, to Brooklyn, and told him to destroy them! If you 
have them that means he disobeyed me and brought this 
upon his family! I want nothing to do with the evil of 
witches!" 

Philip's image began to shimmer as if he was going to 
disappear. Disconcerted between witnessing a spirit break 
the connection, which had never happened before, and 
wanting to find out why the stones frightened him so, I just 
called his name and begged him not to go, but it was too 
late, he was gone and I just didn't have the heart to summon 
him back. 

I took a few moments to get my emotions under control. 
This was the first time I'd used the Spirit Stone and had a 
c/ar/c experience; I found myself revisiting old insecurities - 
Why didn't he iike me? 

"Oh, fer fuck's sake Laura", I said out loud to myself. 
"Who the hell cares if he didn't like you, he's an ancient 
ghost from a different time and culture who was just 
summed from his nothingness to talk about stones that 
scared the crap out of him!" 

Pep talk over, I realized there was nothing else to do but 
go back a generation or two and try to find the source of the 
stones. I woke up my laptop and began a little exercise in 
Sherlock deduction. 

If Ph a ip got them from his father, I wonder how far back 
they originated. I could try to summon Philip's father, but 
should I go back further? Philip was sixty-one when his dad, 
John, died. If John had known anything about the stones 
surely there was ample time to tell Philip. Maybe they were 
Philip's mother's stones, she died when Philip was only 
sixteen; perhaps John Just passed on Catherine's 
belongings? No, sixteen was an adult in 1814, if there was a 
story to tell, it would have been told; chances are John or 



Catherine inherited those stones with iittie knowiedge of 
what they were. The story must be hidden in the generation 
before. 

I pulled up the information I'd collected on John and 
Catherine's parents. By a mile, I had more data on John's 
parents, Anna Maria Bender and Johann Philip Staats. I 
knew when they'd been born and where. I knew their 
parents and grandparents. Now I just had to decide, 
summon Johann Philip or Maria? 

Phiiip caiied them Hexensteine, Witches Stones. Women 
were traditionaiiy iabeied as witches, i wonder if it's 
possibie these stones work iike the Spirit Stone, oniy for 
some peopie? Maybe they were Maria's and she ieft cryptic 
instructions for them to be passed down through the famiiy, 
hoping someone wouid find their use. Perhaps they 
deveioped a mythoiogy of their own within the famiiy, they 
may have been afraid to get rid of them, but a iso afraid or 
unabie to use them? 

"Maria, it is then!" I said to my computer screen. 

I gathered all of Maria's information onto one page of my 
notebook. Her mother and father's names, her paternal 
grandparents' names, and all the various dates and 
locations associated with each. I recited it out loud as I 
mentally called Maria to the reflecting glass above the Spirit 
Stone in Patrick's framed photograph. 

As it turned out, Maria was the Hexe of Philip's misguided 
nightmares, and after a brief introduction by way of a hastily 
sketched family tree, she told me her story. 


Early March 1709 
The Rhine Valley 
Germany 

The tiny little stone church, in the only slightly larger 
village of Laubenheim, was packed to the rafters with 
families who had come to listen to the community elders 



and leaders speak about The Books. Laubenheim still exists 
today, wrapped around a small western bend in the Nahe 
River near where it flows into the Rhine. The Books were 
two different books - actually one was more a leaflet than a 
book, which contained descriptions of life in the British 
colony of America and offers of land and freedom to 
Germans who would remove themselves to the area. One 
bore the image of England's Queen Anne and derived its 
name, the Golden Book, from the promises of wealth held 
within. Both had been read and re-read by every resident of 
the village who could read. Those who couldn't read were 
read to, and everyone had spent the horrific winter of 1708- 
1709 discussing the wonders of places like Pennsylvania and 
Carolina. 

The winter of 1708-1709 had been harsh and cruel to all 
of Western Europe. Lakes, rivers and even the seacoast 
froze over eliminating the ability to fish. Livestock died in 
the fields and barns, due to freezing temperatures or 
starvation. Wood would not easily burn to warm homes and 
fruit trees and vines were destroyed by the endless frost. 

The people of the Rhine Valley could have rebuilt their 
farms but the brutal winter had been but a small piece in the 
mosaic of despair in this region. This small farming region 
had been caught between warring Germany and France for 
many decades. Their farms had been burned, their produce 
and livestock confiscated by advancing and retreating 
armies, and with each subsequent conflict came higher 
taxes to replenish the war department coffers & pay for the 
opulent life styles of the German rulers. The Books had 
provided the possibility for a way out of the constant 
struggle for survival, let alone progress, in this region. They 
promised land in America, plots of 100 acres or more in 
some cases, to anyone willing to populate and work the land 
of the British Colonies in America. The Books in 
Laubenheim, and various other versions regaling 
government stability, lower taxes and equal rights 
regardless of race or religion in the Colonies, were translated 



and printed in Amsterdam and had filtered down the Rhine 
since 1706. The deathly winter of 1708-1709, spent 
huddled around fires, had allowed the germination of only 
one thing - Hope! The people of Laubenheim, like the 
people of many such villages in the region, wanted land 
they could call their own where they could farm, grow old 
comfortably and leave something to their children. 

The noise inside the church grew louder and louder. 
People who thought they'd never be warm again were 
beginning to peel off coats and hats as the sheer number of 
living bodies caused the temperature in the small meeting 
room to rise to a balmy 75°F. 

Someone standing by the entrance opened the double 
doors letting in the watery sunlight and cool breeze of the 
spring morning. The room quieted a bit and someone could 
be heard shouting, 

“Bender, what say you? Should we go to this America?" 
Someone else, a woman, called out a little softer, “Will we 
become English? Will we no longer be German?" 

Johannes Bender, at age 60, was a much-respected elder 
in the community. He was one of the few residents who 
could both read and write, having been educated as a child 
by a priest, south in Bad Kreuznach, in exchange for casks of 
wine produced by Johannes's father, Esaias. Johannes and 
his wife Otilia had had 10 children, 3 of whom died as 
youths, and lived a very simple yet elegant life. They had 
their small orchard and a vineyard, as well as a respectable 
number of horses to help with the harvests and 
transportation of goods to neighboring villages. They traded 
for meat and gently nurtured a small vegetable garden. The 
Bender family lived a very honest life, as did most of their 
neighbors, and like their neighbors were becoming slowly 
disillusioned with their leaders whose constant wars and 
rising taxes were destroying their content little village. 

From his seat, next to his fellow elders on the bench, in 
the front of the church, Johannes called, “Quiet. Please. If 
you will quiet, I will speak my mind on the subject and allow 



others to do the same.” Johannes continued, ”As you all 
know I have read from The Books. I have tried to 
understand what it is we are offered and what we must give 
up. The appeal of a land not at war with its neighbors is 
great, as is the prospect of low taxes. Most of us own land 
here that has been handed down from father to child for 
generations. We know what it is to have a piece of earth to 
call our own, we know the pride that comes from providing 
for our family and sharing with our community. Can we have 
that pride in another country is an important question, 
indeed? For some of us to give up all that we have known, 
our homes, our families and friends and our country - even 
though it has given us little in return these last many years 
is an enormous sacrifice. To pledge our allegiance to a new 
country and travel to the edge of her domain is to venture 
into both hope ar?cy despair, I fear. The journey will be long 
and there is nothing in The Books that states, with certainty, 
what each family will be given or what they must do. 
However, there is certainty here that we will continue to live 
on the border of France's desire to conquer and convert and 
Germany's desire to defend herself. That is not a certainty I 
would like to witness again.” 

"Will you go to the Colonies?” called someone from the 
crowd. 

"No”, Johannes answered sadly. "No, I am too old and 
would not survive the journey up the Rhine to Rotterdam, 
not to speak of the sailing to the Colonies themselves. Otilia 
and I will stay to work the farm with our eldest son Esaias 
and his family. Our daughters have decided to remain as 
well. We will stay and continue here so that any of those 
from Laubenheim who decide to go will have a home to 
which they can safely return if there is need. Our son 
Valentin and his wife Margaretha have decided to take their 
young son and go to Rotterdam, from where they will sail to 
England and on to the Colonies, where he will be able to use 
his skills as a cooper and brewer to make a life for his young 
family. They have secured places on a Rhine barge leaving 



at the end of this month and hope to sell their farm and a 
few possessions to fund the journey to America. There are 
still places on the boat for those of you who wish to join 
them.” 

At this point Valentin stood and spoke, ”1 will be selling 
my farm, my furniture, my animals and those tools I cannot 
take, to fund this journey. Anyone who wishes to travel with 
us will find themselves most welcome and possessing my 
support. There is strength in numbers to guard against 
elements which may try to disposes us of our belongings or 
lives. It will be a long journey and at times trying, please 
consider this well before deciding.” 

Peter Stoppelbein spoke from his place across the room 
from Valentin and said, ”lt has been decided in my family 
that I and my family will be joining Valentin and his wife, my 
niece. I pledge to support anyone who wishes to make the 
voyage. I propose we will travel and settle as a family, 
whether related or not, so no one will find themselves 
alone.” Peter's family had been tortured by loss beginning 
with the loss of his grandmother, his father's first wife and 
three of her children during the 1666 bubonic plague 
epidemic that swept through the Rhine Valley. Subsequent 
years of war, heavy taxes and poor weather had led to the 
demise of many of his siblings. There was nothing to tie him 
to his homeland but memories of death and despair. Better 
to take his wife, two young sons and start new with his 
niece's family. 

"We too are going”, said Kilian Minckeler. Kilian, his wife 
and three young children had nothing to keep them rooted 
to Laubenheim. Kilian, a young man of 31, had lost his 
parents years ago and arrived in Laubenheim with his wife 
and infant daughter in search of work. Good timing, being 
one of the results of the convergence of the powers of the 
Fates, led him to the farm of Esaias Bender where he began 
as a shepherd and worked his way into the grape fields. 
The Benders had been his family for many years now, so 
leaving with Valentin was to be like traveling with a brother. 



“Let those of us traveling together, vow to unite as a 
family, bound together not by blood, but by this pledge to 
support, care for, and provide for each other as if we are all 
siblings from the same father and mother." spoke Kilian. 

By the end of the meeting, it had been decided; two 
further families would be joining the group. The families of 
Jacob Scherp and Johann Georg Sponheimer would bring the 
total traveling down the Rhine from Laubenheim to 
Rotterdam, with the expectation of continuing to London 
and its American colonies to 21 people - 5 men, 5 women 
and 11 children of various ages. 

The families set about selling their farms, possessions 
they could not take and anything else to raise money for the 
Journey. Unsure of how passage and necessities would be 
paid for, and by whom, they felt it best to be prepared. 
Johannes Bender secured letters of recommendation from 
officials in the area, for the families that would be traveling. 
These letters would hopefully provide some measure of 
assurance to the English that the families were honest, 
hardworking and in good standing in their own community 
and allow them to smoothly continue their Journey to 
America. 

The small cluster of barges pointed north, down the 
Rhine, towards Rotterdam, carrying five families and all their 
worldly possessions. The children, excited to begin their 
adventure, waved frantically to loved ones and friends on 
the banks of the river. The adults, better aware of the 
dangers ahead, we more reserved, alternating between tears 
and smiles. The children remaining behind chased the 
barges along the river for as long as their small legs could 
carry them, wishing their friends luck and reminding them to 
send word, if they could, of their safe arrival in the colonies. 

On board the small barges, the families prepared for what 
could be a four to six-week Journey. They settled into a 
routine caring for the children, taking care of chores and 
acquiring food by hunting, fishing, foraging and occasionally 
buying supplies during stops along the river. The families 



grew closer and closer, the women cared for members of the 
other families as if they were their own. The men shared any 
provisions equally amongst each other and the children 
played and worked together as if they'd grown up in the 
same house all their lives. Margaretha Bender had learned a 
bit of reading and writing from her father-in-law and taught 
the children all the letters and words she knew, drawing 
them on the deck using her finger as a stylus and water as 
ink. 

The days blended into one another, over and over, until 
the five families reached Rotterdam. At this early stage of 
the Palatine emigration conditions in Rotterdam were 
manageable, the Laubenheim group was able to secure 
passage to London almost immediately on Captain Powell's 
ship. They sailed on the 23 '^^ of May 1709 and arrived four 
days later, still apprehensive about what the future might 
hold, but comforted by the ease of the journey so far. 

London was like nothing the farmers and wine makers of 
Laubenheim could have ever imagined. The city was 
overwhelming with its stench, smoke-filled skies and noise. 
The Germans found themselves immediately yearning for 
the wide-open spaces, fresh air and clean water of their 
home but they assumed, wrongly as it turns out, they would 
only have to suffer London for a short time before setting off 
to America. 

At first the English were hospitable and charitable, but as 
the numbers of Germans arriving from Rotterdam swelled, 
London was overwhelmed. The Germans had arrived in 
England expecting immediate transport to the colonies in 
America, only to find the British government virtually 
ignorant of the promises contained in the Golden Book and 
made in Queen Anne's name. While the government 
schemed and plotted a solution to the Palatine problem, the 
five families from Laubenheim or the Laubenheim Funf, as 
they began to think of themselves, made their own plans. 

“We must decide, do we return to Laubenheim, do we try 
to earn passage to America on our own or do we wait for 



England to deliver that which she promised?” spoke 
Valentin. ”We will decide as a group and move forward with 
one mind.” 

A vote was taken, with both husbands and wives 
participating, and a decision was reached. Returning to 
Laubenheim was not an option; there was nothing there for 
them anymore. They were not about to spend the little 
money they had to travel to America, for what would they 
have to survive upon once they arrived? England would 
eventually see that she needed the Germans to work the 
colonies of America so the Funf would wait. They would wait 
and work, saving money and proving their worth to those 
who would be their new rulers. 

Margaretha and the other wives set about creating a 
small school area in what was becoming a rather large 
Palatine refugee camp and began teaching the younger 
children while the men and older boys fanned out through 
London and its countryside looking for work. They were 
happy to take food and cloth in payment for a day's wages 
as handymen or gardeners, but when payment came in the 
form of actual money it was sewn into the undergarments of 
the women and young girls. 

The Laubenheim Funf, who had arrived in London at the 
beginning of the Palatine immigration, were able to acquaint 
themselves with the officials who ran the Palatine camp and 
develop relationships with the townsfolk; both of which 
resulted in these families being able to support the later 
immigrants. A network was set up, by which the Palatines 
could become informed of England's discussions as to their 
fates and Palatine men could find jobs in the city and in the 
countryside to help support their families. The Palatine 
families lived in a tent city and fought constantly against 
cold temperatures, damp surroundings, persistent hunger 
and the rampant diseases associated with close quarters 
and poor sanitation. They persevered and struggled to 
survive while waiting for the Queen and her cabinet to 
decide their fates. 



Finally, near the end of 1709, after five months of 
hemming and hawing, England decided that if she could 
weaken the resources of Germany, by absorbing Germany's 
backbone workforce for England's own revenue generating 
purposes, it was a bit like killing two birds with one stone. 
The Palatines would be given passage to America and 
support once they arrived, with all costs to be repaid 
through indentured servitude, working the pine forests of 
New York to harvest pitch and lumber to outfit the British 
Navy. At such time, the costs were deemed repaid, the 
Palatines would be awarded land in New York with which 
they could do as they pleased, because, however they 
developed their land, they would now be citizens of the 
British Crown and paying taxes to England! 

On December 24th, 1709, seven long months after 
landing in London and nine months since the meeting in the 
Laubenheim church that decided who would go to America, 
Valentin Bender and the others from Laubenheim sailed for 
New York aboard Captain Bouwel's ship. Midfort The 
families arrived in New York Harbor on June IB^h, 1710 and 
after spending many weeks in yet another makeshift 
immigrant camp supplied with neither proper food nor 
sanitary living conditions they sailed up the Hudson River 
arriving at their final destination, now known as 
Germantown, in the Hudson Valley of New York, in 
September 1710. 

All over the Rhineland, journeys like this took place. The 
Mohr family from Obernhof, the Staats family of Nordhofen, 
the Rockefellers of Bonefeld, and many more, all rode the 
wave of immigrants arriving in the Hudson Valley of New 
York between 1710 and the 1750's...The five families of 
Laubenheim married into these and other German 
immigrant families, growing roots deep into the soil of the 
Hudson Valley. 


January 1747 



Rhinebeck, New York 

“Father how I wish you could meet your newest 
granddaughter.... Anna Maria Bender", Heinrich said to 
himself as he walked from the bedroom where his wife, 
Catharina, had just given birth. Heinrich beamed with pride, 
but anyone in the room with him would have seen a faint 
sadness in his eyes as he remembered the father he'd lost 
two decades ago when he himself had been only ten years 
old. 

The women, including Heinrich's mother Margaretha, had 
remained in the bedroom with Catharina helping her 
complete the birthing process, giving Heinrich and the ghost 
of Valentin a chance to cherish the little liebchen alone. 

Maria, as she would be called, joined her two older sisters 
and eventually would become one of seven children - 6 girls 
and 1 boy! 

Heinrich had been born to Valentin and Margaretha here, 
in New York. They had lost their first son, Christoffel, when 
they first arrived in America. The journey had taken its toll 
on all of them and Christoffel was taken by fever in July of 
1710. Valentin had promised a broken hearted Margaretha 
then and there that they would have many more children 
and even more grandchildren here in their new home. 

Maria, like all the Bender children and grandchildren, 
grew up in the close-knit German community along the 
Hudson. Her grandparents had arrived in this area under 
the impression they would have a home, a farm and work; 
but by 1711 it was clear the English scheme to use the 
Palatine immigrants to harvest New York pine forests for 
British naval supplies was poorly planned. As the plan 
unraveled and the financial support from England, for the 
care of the immigrants, paid to the British landholders in 
America, upon whose vast holdings the Palatines worked 
and lived, dried up, control over the Germans was lost. 

The Palatines were facing financial hardships and wanted 
the land that had been promised to them for their work in 



the forests. They reasoned they could support themselves 
just fine now that they were no longer required to spend 
endless hours trying to pull pitch from a species of pine tree 
not suited to the work. It didn't matter that the Crown had 
been paying their subsistence and that most of them hadn't 
repaid the costs involved in transporting them to America; 
they were again facing starvation! In their desire to build a 
new life they used what monies they'd saved or brought 
over with them to begin buying or leasing small farms in the 
area. 

By the time Maria was born, the early Palatines had 
become naturalized citizens of the British colony of America, 
settled into a quiet, content life of farming in their valley, 
and encouraged their old friends in Germany, who now 
wanted to make the journey to America, to come. 

One of these families to arrive later was that of Johannes 
and Catharina Staats. The Staats family was known to the 
Laubenheim Funf from old family connections and 
encouraged to settle along the Hudson rather than go to 
Pennsylvania or New Jersey as many Palatines were now 
doing. 


January 1765 
Rhinebeck, New York 

Eighty-year-old Maria Bender stood at the front of the 
small wooden church across from her twenty-six-year-old 
intended, willing herself not to bolt from the room and most 
importantly not to cry as she was wont to do when utterly 
frustrated. It wasn't that Philip Staats wasn't handsome or 
intelligent or kind, he was all of these things; the simple fact 
was Maria did not want to get married! In her soul, she 
knew there was something more than motherhood and 
housework she needed to do but it was futile to argue with 
her parents, especially since she couldn't articulate the 
sense that something was coming, something they needed 



to prepare for, something that would change the world, 
forever! 

Philip Staats looked down at the girl who would be his 
bride and sensed her troubled feelings. Initially he 
attributed it to uncertainty regarding her wifely duties, but 
when he took her hand and she looked up at him, he knew 
the golden flecks in her emerald green eyes were dancing 
with a fire that burned from within, a fire that would test the 
calm lake-blue of his own eyes. 

Yes, he thought to himself as he observed her in her 
simple muslin dress, dyed in a sage green, accessorized with 
nothing more than her lovely fawn colored hair and a white 
lace shawl over her shoulders, this is a good match. She is 
strong and inteiiigent and wiii be a fierceiy protective 
mother. I wiii not have to worry when we ieave to hunt nor 
wind up a debtor because she has no vain need of fancy 
friiis. Someday I wiii grow to iove her and aii wiii be weii. 

That evening, after a family supper in honor of the 
newlyweds, the parents of Maria and Philip each produced a 
small pouch and sat down in front of their children to tell a 
story... 

“Many years ago, while working his fields, my great¬ 
grandfather came across this stone", said Heinrich Bender as 
he pointed to one of two pebbles he'd poured from his 
pouch, into the palm of his hand. “When I married your 
mother, she brought this stone from her family having been 
given it by her mother upon her 9 *^ birthday", he continued 
pointing at the second stone. 

“We have no understanding of what they are, only that 
our families have put great store in their ability to bring 
luck. It has been said the stones helped us survive the 
winter of ice. Perhaps this is true, perhaps not, but it is 
something of the home of your ancestors and we wish to 
pass them on to you for we believe you to be worthy of their 
remembrance and hope that you will pass them on to a child 
of your choosing when the time comes." 



Philip's mother came forward, having watched the 
exchange of the stones, with a look of bewilderment on her 
face. In her own hand, she held three small stones, one a 
matte blue, another a glossy black and the third exhibiting 
many hues of green. Anna Catherine Pister Staats was now 
a widow and Philip was her eldest son; she knew she might 
not live to see another child married so she took this as the 
time to pass on her family's stones. She never imagined 
other families would have come across similar pebbles and 
she strained to see the small round rocks her daughter-in- 
law held in her hand. 

Philip saw the look on his mother's face and grew 
concerned. “Mother, what is it?" 

“I too have small colored stones to pass on", she said with 
confusion in her voice. She opened her hand and showed 
the other four at the table her treasure. Heinrich and 
Catharina gasped at the similarity to their gift, for although 
their stones were blood red and lilac, the relationship 
between the five was unmistakable. 

“Two of these pebbles were found along the Rhine, near 
our home, by my great-grandfather." Said Anna as she 
fingered the green and blue stones in her palm. “And this 
one," she said holding up an oblong glossy black shard, but 
looking right at Philip “was found by your father the night 
before we left Germany. He took its blackness as an omen, a 
sign that he made the right decision to leave, that our 
homeland was dead and black to us, and he felt it brought 
us luck on our trip to the New World." 

Philip took the three stones from his mother, and Maria 
poured the two from her parents' pouch into her hand. The 
newlyweds placed them together on the table and watched 
in horror and amazement as they rearranged themselves. 
The black obsidian shard slid to the center while the red 
carnelian, the blue lapis, the green malachite and the purple 
amethyst, took up positions to the north, south, east and 
west, around the gleaming black glass. 



Without saying a word, Philip scooped up the stones and 
dropped them in the pouch. The families silently agreed to 
never speak of what they'd seen. Unable to decide if they 
were good or evil magic, Philip buried them on the outer 
edge of his farm...and put them from his mind. 


August 15^^, 1774 
Rhinebeck, New York 

Maria dug deep into herself as the birthing pains tore at 
her entire body. Luckily none of the women attending to her 
were of a fussy nature otherwise she might have given them 
a tongue-lashing for which she'd later have to apologize. 

Perhaps the fact this was her fourth child led to only the 
most hardened of the village's women being called to aid in 
the birth. Maria actually giggled as she remembered the 
image of her poor, sweet niece who had attended Maria at 
her first birth, that of her daughter Catherine. Little Margie, 
as her niece was known, had stared in slack-jawed horror at 
the words coming from Maria's mouth as she delivered 
Catherine nine years ago. 

Maria's giggle caught the attention of the women in the 
room just as it turned to a smirk when she recalled the stern 
talking to she'd received from her father because apparently 
Little Margie's sensibilities had been so offended she ran 
and told her mother, Maria's eldest sister, Margaretha. 
Margaretha, having grown up around Maria's wicked tongue 
had just rolled her eyes and told her daughter to use Maria 
as an example of what not to do in her own life. 
Unfortunately, Heinrich had been sitting in the kitchen and 
heard the tale of Maria's mouth. 

Maria smiled through gritted teeth and nodded the 
women off as she recalled telling Philip of Little Margie's 
betrayal and Heinrich's displeasure. Philip, the love of her 
life as it had turned out, had laughed out loud and told her 
the next time she used words like that he'll buy her a pair of 



breeches and take her trapping with him - a far cry from 
what her father\NOu\6 have recommended Philip do to her! 

Philip and Maria's second son, their fourth and final child, 
John Staats, was born later that day; happy, healthy and 
hungry] 

Two years later The Declaration of Independence was 
signed and the feelings of foreboding Maria hadn't felt since 
her wedding day came back with a rush. All over the 
northeast, rumors of violence and pillaging, perpetrated by 
British soldiers and their Hessian hired hands, spread like 
dandelion seeds on the wind. 

“Philip, it is too dangerous for you to meet tonight! Wait 
for a night with no moon, a night with mists that will hide 
your assembly", Maria begged almost as soon as Philip 
entered the house. “If you can wait just two nights, I will 
pass word through the women. You are all as good as 
captured or dead if our Loyalist neighbors betray your 
location. So far you are just suspected of being a Patriot, but 
a discovered meeting would seal our fate." 

Philip, surprised by her uncharacteristic eagerness on the 
subject, bent down and kissed his normally calm and 
collected wife on top of her head as she sat rocking in front 
of the rather large fire she had lit to ward off the crisp fall 
evening. 

There was a meeting planned tonight to discuss the 
forming and arming of a militia to fight for the Patriot cause, 
or at least to defend against an invasion of British soldiers 
should they contrive any ideas of quartering themselves 
along the Hudson. 

Maria met his quizzical stare as he tried to work out how 
she knew. He was used to her eerie abilities. That Maria 
knew about the meeting, only an hour after he himself had 
been told of it, did not surprise him in the least, but it 
always fascinated him. 

Maria, seeing the amused confusion in her husband's 
eyes, thought of her secret...of how she came to know of the 



meeting. Maria's thoughts drifted back as felt the heavy but 
comforting weight against her thigh, deep in her dress 
pocket. 

She'd seen the strange plants growing along the southern 
edge of their property on the day of their one-year 
anniversary. Intrigued by the shock of vivid blue-green 
stems and leaves, and the vibrant ruby red flowers under 
the huge oak tree, she led the horse she'd come to bring in, 
towards the little patch. She dropped the lead-line attached 
to the horse's halter and knelt down to pluck a few of the 
flowers thinking they'd look lovely in her hair this evening, 
something special for when she and Philip retired to 
celebrate their anniversary in their own way. As she tried to 
nip the flowers with her thumbnail she discovered how hard 
and wooden the stems actually were. Pulling a small knife 
from her apron pocket she tried to cut through the stems, 
but in doing so dislodged the entire plant from the ground. 
Not wishing to carry home lumps of dirt, she plied the soil 
from the roots. Clenched within them she discovered a 
stone, one of the five from her wedding day! 

“So, this is what became of them", she thought to herself 
as she began feeling in the soil for the remaining four 
stones. 

She dug up the root balls of each plant and carried them 
and the stones back to the house where she carefully 
replanted the flowers in the small herb garden outside her 
kitchen. She washed the stones in a small pail, remembering 
the evening of her wedding and the sight of them moving on 
their own, once set free on the table. Whatever their power, 
it isn't evii. It just is, she thought knowingly to herself as she 
patted them dry, placed them in a small herb pouch and 
placed the pouch in the back of a small kitchen drawer, a 
place only she visited. 

Over time she discovered one stone's ability and tonight 
she'd used the green Thought Stone to read the minds of 
Philip and his accomplices. 



Philip broke the gaze and turned to pull the wooden 
bowls from the shelf above the table. He turned back 
towards the fire and smiled as he watched Maria rock John in 
his cradle with one foot while rocking herself with the other. 
Her hands were equally as busy sewing a new shirt for one of 
their ever-growing children and occasionally stirring the pot 
of stew hanging over the open flames. 

Lest one think all this physical activity prevented her 
mind from working equally dexterously, she was now 
explaining to him the merits of having a meeting here at 
their home, in the open, where no suspicion could fall upon 
them. 

“.I could easily do it. A small gathering under the 

auspices of a baptism celebration for our little John would do 
perfectly. Pastor Cook is heading south from Albany and will 
be through here in a week's time to perform ceremonies for 
the joinings, births, and deaths of the last year. We will take 
John to church for his baptism and invite the necessary 
people to return home with us to give thanks over food and 
drink." 

Philip could see the logic of her plan. A secret meeting 
held in public is rather more clandestine than one held 
surreptitiously. How though to communicate the plans to 
develop the militia? While discussing plans to set aside 
extra stores of food, furs and cloth could be passed off as 
simple planning for the winter, openly discussing the 
purchase and storage of weapons and ammunition would 
certainly draw attention at a baptism celebration. 

Maria, it seemed, was as usual, a step ahead of him and 
already answering his concerns. ".... and easily passed to 
friends." She looked up from stirring the stew pot and 
realized Philip had heard nothing of what she said! Cocking 
an eyebrow and nodding to the bench across from her, Maria 
silently told Philip to sit and listen. She began again, "I've 
discovered a way to write invisibly. 

"Littlejohn's windel needed changing and dripped on my 
writing paper as I lifted him from my lap. The paper dried 




mark free so I thought nothing of it and wrote a letter to 
Mother on it telling her of Pastor Cook's arrival and placed it 
in my apron pocket to take into town. Along the way, the 
children and I discovered a small grass fire along the road 
and stopped to put it out. As we had no water, I used my 
apron to suffocate the flames and the letter fell out in the 
process, straight into the fire. When I retrieved it and 
examined the letter I discovered perfectly round, brown 
circles in the center of the page rendering parts of the letter 
un-readable. It occurred to me that those brown spots were 
exactly where Little John's windel had dripped urine. The 
heat from the fire had turned the invisible drops on the 
paper into brown circles." 

As she finished her story she pulled from her apron the 
letter in question and another piece of paper upon which 
she had written with a stick run through her own stream last 
time she went to the privy. 

Philip examined the original letter written to Maria's 
mother and saw the strange brown spots - not burns exactly 
but undeniably the result of interaction with flame. When 
Maria handed him the apparently blank second sheet of 
paper he looked at her quizzically. She smiled and 
beckoned him to the hearth where she held the letter close 
enough to the flame to heat it without burning it. There, 
before their eyes, the word "Secret" appeared on the paper 
as if by magic. Philip stood back amazed and Maria pulled 
the pot of stew from the hook over the fire, with a satisfied 
chuckle. 

Philip realized it would be simple to write instructions or 
information on any paper in the house and pass it to his 
fellow Patriots right under the noses of everyone present. If 
anyone should see the paper it would appear blank and no 
one would be the wiser. 

Maria explained to Philip that she already had their 
daughters, Catherine and Elisabeth, gathering flowers to 
press into paper as a gift for the baptism guests. Paper with 
blue Cornflowers would be inscribed with messages written 



in urine and left to dry until invisible, while paper with red 
Sweet William flowers would remain untouched and given to 
known Loyalists. Even if the papers got mixed up, those 
who did not know the secret of the fire would be none the 
wiser. Maria also described how she would show her sisters 
and some of the other wives the way to bring the writing 
forth and they in turn would show the other women in the 
trusted group. 

Philip saw the brilliance in her plan and immediately set 
about making a mental note of the instructions that should 
be included in the secret message. One could not be sure of 
which individual would receive which paper; only that the 
militia group would get paper with blue flowers, so each 
sheet would need to contain the same instructions. In 
thinking over it, that was probably best anyway as it allowed 
for everyone to know everyone's responsibilities. Should 
one member be unable to perform his tasks another could 
easily pick up the slack by simply being told the name of the 
member whose assignment still needed to be completed. As 
an additional layer of security, Philip decided to only use the 
initials of the citizens involved. 

In the end, the list was quite elegant in its simplicity and 
assured a quite reasonable stock of guns, ammunition, other 
weapons, storable foods and fabrics was stored in a cave to 
the northeast. 

When war eventually came to the Hudson Valley in 1777, 
these Germans would defend themselves, fight for their 
freedom and survive, thanks in large part to early planning. 

Philip was a member of the Dutchess County Militia, Sixth 
Regiment. Maria and the other women followed their 
husbands, sons and brothers into battles and skirmishes, 
providing hot meals and caring for wounded soldiers on the 
battlefield. They saved many lives with common sense, 
kindness, patience and the stocks of stores the Hudson 
Valley Patriots had secreted away under the noses of their 
Tory neighbors. 



"I was never able to learn of the other stones' powers, 
although I am certain, yet I do not know how, that they each 
have one, unique unto themselves. 'Twas an accident I 
found the magic of the Thought Stone at all. I happened to 
be holding it one evening in bed, thinking it would make a 
lovely pendant, when my husband stirred next to me. I 
thought to myself, / wonder what he dreams of that causes 
him to sleep so fitfully. It was then that I heard his thoughts. 
He was not asleep, he was fretting over the coming winter 
and calculating what of their stock to sell and what to hold 
back and when to do it to get the best price. 

I practiced using the Thought Stone on others, if I held it 
and asked what a person thought, I could hear their 
thoughts, but without physical contact it did not work. I 
never told anyone of the Stone for fear the magic would 
brand us witches, but I did leave in my will that the stones 
should be held by the family and passed generation to 
generation. My hope was that someday someone would 
discover the secret", explained Maria after she'd told me the 
story of her ancestors. 

"Well, the stones did indeed remain in the family, but 
barely", I told her and explained my encounter with her 
grandson Philip. 

"I wonder why Robert did not destroy the stones as his 
father instructed him. Perhaps he sensed their powers", 
Maria thought aloud slightly amused at her grandson's 
description of the stones as Hexensteine. 

"Do you suppose he poured out the stones onto a table in 
his home in Brooklyn, wondering why his father would order 
their destruction, and saw them arrange themselves much 
like you did on the night of your wedding? He must have 
feared destroying them and been intrigued by them at the 
same time. He was an adventurous man, breaking away 
from the generations of ancestors to move south in search of 
business opportunities, perhaps he was more open minded 
about the unknown than his father?" I offered. 



"I imagine you are correct. It also occurs to me that his 
father most likely witnessed the stones' movement and 
decided, much like my own Philip did, that they were evil", 
said Maria. "I am thinking you did not use the Hexensteine 
to summon me here in this manner", she continued 
changing the subject suddenly. 

"No, I did not know of the stones' powers before today. I 
used a different 'stone', one of iron, found by my great-great 
grandfather in Ireland", I explained as a thought occurred to 
me, \Nhat if they're all connected! 

"Maria, you said all five of the Hexensteine where found 
in Germany by different families then united in marriage by 
you and Johann Philip, right?" 

"Yes, different families all united by marriage over a 
hundred years or more, brought the stones into your hands." 

I told her about the Scrying Silver and the Cruth- 
atharraich and the Trinity Ring and wondered, this time out 
loud, if they were all connected...the stones, the metals...it 
seemed too much of a coincidence that all had the ability to 
be commanded by thought to exert their individual powers. 
It's as if they were designed to work with living creatures to 
provide usefulness, but somehow ended up scattered across 
Europe. 

"Yes, that would be reasonable. They may very well have 
come from one source. The question that intrigues me 
however, what are the chances of all of them coming into 
your possession?" 

"I know, right? I don't even think those odds could be 
calculated! The sheer randomness of finding the stones not 
to mention the randomness of marriage, it's mind-boggling. 
I also wonder, do you suppose there are more bits out 
there?" 

"I imagine that would be possible. I also wonder who or 
what created them and why. God was a part of our culture, a 
constant in our way of life, but never tangible. Do you 
suppose this is proof of Him?" 



"I can't imagine why any god would create items that 
would render him or her obsolete. Why would you need a 
god if you could speak to spirits and learn of the afterlife, or 
lack thereof? Why would you need a goddess if you could 
command the power from your own body to do your 
bidding? No, I think they just are, they exist like water and 
the sun, created by chance." 

"I suppose, although I do wonder if they are all part of a 
tool of God that was lost or stolen, dismantled and hidden." 

"Could be, but doesn't the idea of a god get diluted when 
you learn that we can command these stones? God or no 
God, these stones exist giving the possessor the powers of a 
god." 

"Yes, all you say makes sense, I am afraid I am jaded by 
my upbringing and teachings from the Bible." 

"Do your teachings reconcile with what you now know of 
death and heaven? Have you seen heaven? Were there 
Pearly Gates and angels?" 

"No. There is nothing. Unless I am unable to remember 
heaven when I am here with you, but I can remember my 
time before death so it would stand to reason I should be 
able to remember my afterlife if there was one. I do not 
know. I suppose it does not matter. We are where we are 
when we are. It occurs to me that perhaps too much time is 
spent during life concerned with the afterlife. I should have 
spent more time living." 

"Amen Sister! Well, at least you have a more open mind 
than your grandson", I said with a smile. 

Maria and I talked about her descendants for a long while. 

I told her what I knew of her great-grandson Robert and his 
children's children down through my own Lexie. She 
seemed quite content knowing she'd left a strong female 
legacy through Robert's children. She was amazed to learn 
of Lexie's education and travels and the means by which it 
took place - computers, planes and cars were all described in 
great detail to an ever-wider pair of eyes on the other side of 
the glass of Patrick's photo. 



By the time I finally fell asleep, it was nearly time to wake 
up. I woke up to the sound of Cowboy chuffing at my 
bedside letting me know he needed to go outside for his 
morning yoga in the sun - the dog having no concept of 
time, just sun up or sun down regulating his urges, had 
spied the sun peeking through the drapes and decided to 
beat my alarm to its punch-line. Knowing I'd only slept for a 
couple of hours, I opened one eye then the other expecting 
some sort of headache or general malaise, but felt 
surprisingly good. I sat up, put my feet on the floor and 
realized I'd slept with the pouch of stones clutched in my 
right hand. I also realized I'd dreamed of the Red-headed 
Woman again, but could recall no details. Strange! Who is 
this broad? What is causing my brain to create such a 
bizarre creature 

I stowed the Hexensteine, as I now called them because I 
liked the sound of it, Hexen-shtJna, back in my dresser; 
slipped on a pair of jeans, a yellow t-shirt with tiny green 
flowers, brushed my teeth and put my hair in its usual 
chopstick secured bun. About as ungiamorous as they 
come, Laura! I said to my reflection, grabbed my socks and 
sneakers, and left with the dogs on my six, to start the day. 



Chapter IX 


The Family Tree 
Oban, Scotland 

Running the pub was pretty routine now. Start the tea 
pot behind the bar, as I walk through the dining room from 
upstairs to the kitchen. Collect the early morning produce 
delivery from the back steps - before Cowboy marks it on his 
way to the sunny stepping-stones! Put the pre-prepped 
meals in the oven to start baking for the lunch crowd. Start 
the base for the soup of the day. Sort, wash and chop the 
fresh veg for soups, salads, and steamed or roasted sides. 
Note anything to order on the clipboard hanging from the 
hook next to the doorway between the kitchen and the 
dining room. Share a cuppa with Cassie, who comes down 
about an hour after me, and Clementine who arrives about 
the same time with the pastry specials of the day - and 
maybe sample one, strictly for sales purposes of course, 
before Cassie heads in to set up the dining room. Whip up a 
little breakfast, sometimes an omelet, sometimes oatmeal, 
for Cassie, myself and our early crowd which likes to stop by 
for tea and a simple bite before heading off for their day. 
Gear up for the lunch crowd by filling the till; making more 
tea, starting the side-veg of the day cooking, and checking 
the bar is stocked. 

After lunch it's dishes, place orders, and prep for dinner 
and the next day's lunch. After dinner, more dishes! In 
addition to Cassie, I'd added two part timers to The Tree's 
roster, twins, Bruce and Isobel Duffy, who were in their gap 
year and wanted to sock away money so they didn't have to 
work during University if they didn't have to. The twins 
came in between lunch and dinner to help, I call them my 
Wonder Twins, which apparently, they looked up the first 
time I called them that and now, much amused, walk around 
putting their fists together and declaring their forms and 



shapes. They made a huge difference and helped run the 
place when Cassie takes over for me now and again when a 
much-needed day off is required. 

"Hey Cassie", I called into dining room where she was 
pulling chairs off of tables. 

"Yeah?" 

"Jesse is coming into town in a couple of weeks. Is there a 
day you can run the place with the Wonder Twins, so he and 
I can take an afternoon off and head up the coast?" 

"Yeah, sure, just let me know what day. I don't have any 
travel plans or anything until well after summer." 

"Gracias! I'll talk to him later and see what day he's 
coming in and get back to you." 

And with that our first customers came in and the day 
was gone. 

"Hey Wife", Jesse said when he answered his phone at two 
in the morning my time. 

"Hello Husband." 

"How was your day?" 

"Long! I just wanted to check in and see if you'd made 
any progress on your travel dates. I talked to Cassie and 
she's fine with running the place for a day, maybe more, so 
we can get away. I just want to be able to give her lots of 
advance warning and talk to the Wonder Twins about some 
extra hours helping her out." 

"Yeah, I got it all worked out today. I'll be there on the 
18th, in plenty of time for your birthday and leave on 
August 1st." 

"Ah, beauty! There's a really cool castle out on an island I 
want to go see with you. I'll look them up and see if they 
offer tours or something. It's not too far from here, an easy 
half-day trip." 

"Sounds good. Anything you want special for your 
birthday from The States?" 

"Nah, not really, but I did have an idea on a prezzie." 



"Do tell." 

"Well, I had chat with another ancestor and she gave me 
an idea. Turns out that little leather pouch of colored stones, 
the ones we joked about being ancient marbles, was hers, or 
more correctly became hers on her wedding day back in 
1765. The stones were a wedding gift from her and her 
husband's parents, collected in Germany over generations 
and consolidated via many marriages. Anyway, she'd 
mentioned she once thought the green one might make a 
nice pendant, which got me thinking the whole set might 
make a nice bracelet. I thought I'd have them mounted 
somehow. I have a design in mind and I don't think it'll be 
too expensive." 

I didn't mention the green stone allowed one to read 
minds, hell I hadn't even tried it myself to see if I could do it, 
but if Maria and I were correct, that the stones and metals all 
originated from one source, and I could use the others, it 
stood to reason I could use these as well. I also didn't 
mention my intention to turn the Scrying Silver, Cruth- 
atharraich and Spirit Stone into a necklace because I didn't 
think it would cost me any money to do it. I'd just tell him 
everything when he got here, but I imagined it would cost a 
couple hundred to get the stones set and we'd always had a 
rule about letting the other know when we were going to 
spend over $100 on something. 

"Will you at least let me wrap it and give it to you on your 
birthday?" he joked. 

"Oh sure, I design it, find a jeweler and write the check, 
and you get to wrap it. Sounds fair to me", I joked back. 

We chatted about how the pub was doing and I ran a few 
menu ideas past him. He told me he had begun sorting piles 
in the spare bedroom of the apartment - one pile for storage, 
one for Scotland, in preparation for his move in December. 
He gave me a list of the things he had in the "Send to 
Scotland" pile and said he was probably going to start 
shipping some of it soon. We compared notes on what we'd 
heard from Lexie, trying to put together a picture of what 



our girl was up to on her own in France; from the sound of 
things she was doing well. And that was it. I was exhausted 
and he was ready for his dinner; the joy of time zones. 

Cassie, Clem, the Wonder Twins, and I immersed 
ourselves in our usual routine over the next few weeks. 
Vendor orders, food prep, food service, clean up - rinse and 
repeat. 

Clem had referred me to a local jeweler, Alasdair Stewart, 
she knew and trusted. I called and asked him to meet me at 
the pub. I explained what I wanted for the bracelet. I 
wanted a cuff style bracelet, about two to two-and-a-half 
inches wide, made of delicate white-gold chainmail with the 
five stones set in ringed settings attached, equally spaced, 
in the center of the chainmail. 



He was very understanding of the fact I wasn't willing to 
part with the stones and agreed to bring the project to the 
pub to set the stones. Once he had the bulk of the work 
done in his shop, he brought in his little tools; a tiny 
hammer, tiny pliers, and the like; and sat at the table in the 
back corner along the wall that faced the parking lot. He 




hammered small white gold bands, each fixed with four 
small loops around each stone, then attached the loops on 
the bands to links within the chainmail. The finished project 
was perfect and the small hammered band around the 
stones gave me an idea. 

"Alasdair, it's perfect! Thank you so much." 

"You're quite welcome. It was a fun piece to work on." 

"Would you be interested in another, much smaller 
project?" 

"Of course," he said and stopped packing his tools 
assuming I meant right now, perhaps just a minor repair. 

"Oh, sorry, not right now. I will have to gather the pieces. 
But I will need a piece of glass or maybe crystal. Here, this 
is what I'm getting at", I said and sat down across from him 
to draw a quick sketch on my little spiral bound order pad. 

I drew a picture of a pendant I wanted designed using the 
lump of iron from Patrick's picture and the Scrying Silver. It 
was a square pendant with the silver on the back and the 
iron on the front with a piece of glass or crystal over the top 
all held together by a hammered white gold band similar to 
the one he used to hold the stones in my new bracelet. I 
explained the silver was currently in the form of a spoon and 
the iron was a natural lump, and asked him if it would be 
possible to shape them into rough squares for the pendant. 
He assured me he could and we set a date for him to come 
back and get his hands on the metals, in the mean time he'd 
see if he could find something to face the iron side as I'd 
requested. 

The following week my pendant was complete. The silver 
was polished to perfection and the iron encased behind a 
shimmering sapphire crystal face, all held together by a strip 
of hand-hammered white gold where the three layers were 
sandwiched together. Alasdair strung it on a black silk cord, 
but said he could acquire any type of chain I might decide I 
wanted. 

I hugged him and thanked him for the amazing work and 
slid the necklace over my head. The silver, iron and 



sapphire pendant fell just long enough on its silk cord to be 
held up and comfortably viewed should I need to use either 
metal, and the weight, as it hung over my chest, was 
surprisingly comfortable, as if I'd always worn it. 

Later that night, after a shower, I completed the necklace. 

I pulled the copper ingot from its tartan roll and imagined it 
wrapped around both sides of the pendant. It obliged and 
slithered from my hand in a thin wire, which wrapped itself 
around and around the pendant until it formed a delicate X 
over the shoulders and across both glimmering faces of the 
pendant. 



I felt a bit ridiculous as put on my bracelet of 
Hexensteine, my Trinity Ring and my newly crafted pendant 
that would allow me to see the dead and the living, and pick 
a lock if need be; but what the hell, it made me feel like a 
superhero for a minute. 

I sat on the edge of my bed, stared at the Trinity Ring on 
my left ring finger, and smiled at the recent memories of 
trying to perfect using its power. I had started with stuffed 
dog toys then moved up to clandestine moments on the 
back patio sliding rocks and planters around. Cowboy and 


Pixie the only witnesses. I sent another charge to the ring as 
I looked at it, for while I'd figured out that I could 
simultaneously charge and use the ring, it was far less 
exhausting to have the ring powered up beforehand so I'd 
taken to giving it a little zap of juice every time I thought of 
it. My gaze shifted to the left a bit and I spun my new 
bracelet around my wrist so that each stone in turn stopped 
on the top between my radius and ulna. I wondered what 
the other four stones were capable of doing, or helping me 
do, to be more specific. I knew each one must hold a secret, 
for if all but the green stone were inert why would they all 
react with each other and form a compass when freed? I 
stopped at the malachite stone and stared down at it. I had 
not tested the stone's power yet. If I was honest with myself, 
it was because I was afraid, afraid to hear what people truly 
thought of me. What if Cassia thought I was a horribie boss? 
What if Ciem actuaiiy hated my taste in music or worse, and 
had been iying to me aii this time to spare my feeiings? 
How wouid I ever iook them in the eye again? Compiete 
honesty, in the wrong moment or context, couid destroy our 
friendships. No, I'ii wait and test it for the first time on 
Jesse. He's aiways been good about being honest with me, I 
doubt there are many surprises in his thoughts that wouid 
reaiiy hurt me, I thought to myself. 

"Jesse!", I said to the room. Hoiy carp, he'ii be here in just 
a few days and I totaiiy forgot to iook into Staiker Castie! 
Idiot! I chastised myself. 

I booted up the laptop to check out Stalker Castle and see 
if they offered tours. 

The home page was wonderfully simple. A photo and a 
link to dates they offer tours. I clicked on the link and was 
squirming with happiness to see they had dates available 
over my birthday and made two notes on the post-it pad 
next to my bed, 1) to find out what day Cassie could run the 
place while Jesse and I visited the castle and 2) to email the 
owners to schedule a tour. Note made, I hit the back button 
on my browser and returned to the home page where I'd 



noticed four tabs offering "Visitor Info", a "Gallery", "Contact 
Us" and "A Brief History" links. A sucker for brief histories 
and curious as all get out about this castle, I clicked the link. 

As I read the history of Stalker Castle the final pieces of 
one puzzle began to fall into place and a thought made me 
chuckle - the twisted sisters of Fate are a wicked coven. 

Alexander Stewart's riddle nearly solved itself as I read - 

'Stalker is the anglicized form of the Gaelic, Staicaire, 
which means Hunter or Falconer' 

Near the house of the Hunter... 

'In 1520 Alexander Stewart, fishing off the small island 
next to the castle, was surprised and murdered by a party of 
Campbells.' 

Where I but not I died. 

'Stewarts owned the land upon which Castle Stalker sits, 
on and off, from the late 14th to the late 17th Century. The 
Campbells held the castle during the 1745 Rising and 
Hanoverian troops were garrisoned there' 

...heid in the hands of the Enemy. 

'King James IV of Scotland was a cousin of the Stewarts of 
Appin' 

in the Arms of the Cousin of the Steward. 

"Holy Crap!" I exclaimed to no one. "It's got to be there! 
Whatever our "piece" is, it must be there!" I continued my 
conversation with myself in my head, but what does this bit 
about "Arms" mean? The website mentions the Arms of 
James IV might be over the front door, but I reaiiy doubt 
Alexander climbed up a castle filled with enemy troops, to 
hide something in a stone wail! It goes back to the first line, 
doesn't it? "Where I but not I died." Alexander Stewart... 
"Died off the small island!!!" I finished the thought out loud. 
"It must be on the small island! Alexander must have buried 
it on the small, uninhabited island next to the castle!" 

The dogs were both looking up at me like I'd lost my mind 
so I turned back to the computer to do a bit more research. / 
bet there is an engraving of James's Arms somewhere on 



that small Island! I opened a new tab in my web browser 
and went down a rabbit hole afterjames IV. 

I discovered examples of James's Arms. The consistent 
theme is two unicorns standing on their hind legs, holding 
either side of a shield containing a lion, above which sits a 
crowned battle helmet. Well that won't be too hard to miss. 

I also discovered James died at the Battle of Flodden Field in 
1513 and apparently his body was never found, no one 
knows where it is buried. What are the chances I'm about to 
find that body on a small Island formerly owned by his 
cousins, I wondered to myself as I made a sketch of the Arms 
in the little notebook I carry in the messenger bag that 
serves as my purse? 

I shut down the computer, turned off the light on my 
nightstand, and leaned back against the pillows on my bed. 

I was too wired to sleep so I just lay there with my eyes 
closed turning everything over and over in my mind. Could I 
really be so close to finding what my ancestors searched for, 
for centuries? I imagined what Jesse and I might find when 
we visited, then it occurred to me the owners of Castle 
Stalker might own the small island too and not allow us 
access. Well screw that! If I have to row over there In the 
middle of the night -1 wonder If that's how Alexander did It, 
right under the noses of the Hanoverian soldiers - without 
their permission, that's what I'm gonna do! Alexander died 
to protect whatever is over there, for his family, and as one 
of the last of his line I'm going to make this right! 

I realized, as I felt the heavy weight of my new pendant 
between my breasts that I'd been so wrapped up in solving 
Alexander's riddle I'd forgotten to take off my jewelry, but I 
was so warm and comfy where I was I decided to just leave it 
on and drifted off to sleep wondering if Alexander would be 
proud of me. 

/ know this place was all I kept thinking to myself over 
and over. I tried to figure out how I knew it and therefore 
discover where I was. Suddenly a familiar smell 



overwhelmed me, the smell of wet ancient earth, and I knew 
where I was. I was back where my memories began, back in 
the swamps of Northern Florida where I'd grown up barefoot 
and swimming naked in the Suwannee. Where is the 
pyramid? It should be here, in this clearing. I turned in 
circles, in this now mostly overgrown clearing looking for our 
old house, the pyramid my father built of tongue-and-groove 
pine set upon ten-foot stilts. This is wrong, it should be 
here. No wait, the pyramid was struck by lightning and 
burned down after we moved to Hawaii. I could still make 
out the rough lines of the palmetto root strewn path that led 
from where the pyramid had once stood to the sandy main 
road to that ran past the river and east towards the 
highlands. 

I started down the path toward the river; when I reached 
the end, out of habit, I almost turned left to go sit on the log 
on the river bank, but something told me to turn right and 
head along the small foot track that ran back into the 
woodland filled with Live Oak trees and Cypress knees. This 
area became swamp when the Suwannee flooded every 
year, but right now it was dry enough. It smelled like fall 
after a rain, cool and damp. 

Are you supposed to smell in dreams? I kept walking, not 
sure where I was going. I remembered Dad telling me, as a 
child, to never go back here alone. He told me I could get 
lost, and to always stick to the main trails. In later years, I 
learned of the dangers of snakes and poison ivy after 
suffering bites from both. As I walked, I quickly fell back 
into my routine of looking about for the telltale rustling of 
leaves as the snakes moved beneath them and the three- 
leaf ivy leaves filled with poison, but saw nothing of the 
kind. Odd. 

I had never been this far back into the woods, as we'd 
grown up calling the area from which we'd carved our living 
and working spaces. I walked and remembered Dad telling 
me stories of Indian burial mounds and ancient oak trees 
back here he'd always promised to show me but never had. 



I'd probably walked about a mile when I noticed a sun 
filled clearing of sorts. It was an indentation in the ground 
ahead void of the trees that otherwise filled the area. It 
looked like a small lake had once sat here, but was now 
dried out and filled with palmetto plants, Deer's Tongue and 
other native plants. Looking down and watching my step for 
obstacles, I walked down an easy slope and stepped onto 
the floor of the ancient lake. Eyes closed, I tilted my face 
towards the sun and just stood for a moment feeling the 
warmth that had been denied me by the canopy of the trees 
along my walk. When I brought my face down and opened 
my eyes I was facing the blackened shell of the trunk of an 
enormous tree. I'd seen this phenomenon before, the result 
of lightening striking a tree and burning it from the inside 
out, the flames extinguished by the inevitable Florida rains. 

I smiled as I recognized the small air plants and shelf fungus 
growing out of the crevices of the almost throne like remains 
of the tree, more memories of a unique childhood. Out of 
the corner of my eye I realized there was another, almost 
identical burned out tree to my right and turned to look at it. 

I continued my clockwise turn nearly a full 360 degrees 
counting eight charred tree trunks, all the same, burned 
from the inside out, the part facing me open to the world as 
if the molten viscera of the living tree had flowed like lava 
and spilled into the lake. Compelled to complete my circle I 
turned my head to the right expecting to find another 
decimated tree which would complete the circle of equally 
spaced sentries, but instead found the ninth tree standing in 
all her glory...the trunk appeared to be covered in a blue- 
green lichen, the leaves were a ruby red I would have 
expected to see only in New England in the fall and tiny, 
winking, purple flowers showed themselves amongst her 
leaves as a wind began to swirl around me where I stood in 
the center of the lake bed. The breeze carried a command, 
"Release me!" 



I woke with a start! "Jesus H. Christmas! What a dream!" I 
exclaimed out loud as I reached down to scratch an itch on 
my wrist and realized I'd fallen asleep with my new bracelet 
on, the mesh of which had dug into the tender underside of 
my wrist while I slept. Realizing I'd overslept I popped out of 
bed without giving the dream further thought, nearly 
forgetting it in the chaos of opening a pub in the morning. It 
wasn't until after the lunch rush was over that my brain 
finally made the connection it had apparently been 
humming away working on in the background since I'd 
woken that morning. That tree from my dream reminds me 
of the red-haired woman from my other dreams! I dropped 
the plates I was holding into the bus tub instead of setting 
them down gently. The racket caused the two folks on the 
computers along the wall to look over their shoulder at me. I 
gave them a little grin and carried on as if nothing had 
happened. But something had happened! That woman! 
Who is she?? Suddenly the smells from my dream filled my 
nose again, as if I was standing on the shores of the 
Suwannee. I set the bus tub down in the kitchen and tried 
to get myself together. Okay, Laura, you smeii burnt toast 
when you're having a stroke, right? What causes you to 
smeii your Fiorida chiidhood whiie standing in a pub in 
Scotiand? I must be going nuts! First sign of Oid-timer's? 
From behind me I heard, "Release me!" urgently whispered 
into my hair and whirled around only to find the closed door 
to the dining room behind me. 

"Laura, you are seriously losing your shit!” I muttered to 
myself and got back to work cleaning and prepping for the 
dinner crowd. 




Chapter X 


July 2014 
Scotland 

Jesse's train was due any minute. Airports had never 
been my favorite place in the world - too many people, too 
much rushing around, too much frustration in the air, so I 
was glad that he'd offered to take the train up to Oban from 
Glasgow when making his travel arrangements and save me 
the schlep of driving down to the airport. 

I was excited to see him, but if I'm honest, more excited 
to go visit Stalker Castle. I just knew we were going to find 
something! I'd made reservations to tour the castle for 
Monday because it would be a slower day at The Tree 
making it easier on Cassie and The Wonder Twins who would 
be in charge of the place while Jesse and I took the day - and 
the night if need be - off. 

Jesse's train arrived and we set off for The Tree. Along the 
way I filled him in on our plans for Monday. I hadn't told him 
about my theory on the location of Alexander's "treasure" as 
I'd come to think of it even though I had no idea what it was, 
could have been rusty old swords for all I knew, because I 
frankly don't trust phone lines - digital or otherwise, so I 
took this opportunity to tell him about the Castle Stalker 
website and my leaps of logic. He was game to play along 
with a tour of the castle and asking the owners if we could 
row over to the little island, but then he asked what I 
planned to do if they said "No". 

"If they say no, we go anyway!" I barked. 

"Whatever you say Laura", which was Jesse speak for 
"Yeah sure". 

I pulled the car over into the nearest driveway and gave 
h\m the look. "I'm NOT kidding! Alexander wants us to find 
whatever he left and if I have to row over there Monday 
night and traipse around that damn island by moonlight 



until I satisfy myself it's not there or find it, that's what WE 
are doing!" 

"So, trespassing and taking something that probably 
legally belongs to them since they own the land is fine with 
you?" 

"First of all. I'm not even sure they own the island. 
Secondly, if they don't know it's there, no harm, no foul. 
Whatever is there was intended for the Scots destroyed by 
the Uprising and if I find something I'm going to find a way 
to use it to help their descendants, of which Lexie and I are 
two!" 

"Okay, okay. I see you've made up your mind about this. 
Can I ask why you haven't contacted th\s Alexander Stewart 
to ask what exactly he buried and confirm it's even where 
you think it is? What if it's nothing but old weapons? What 
if you've interpreted the riddle wrong?" 

"I tried. I tried a few times, but couldn't summon anyone. 
I don't know if it was the dearth of information I have on 
Alexander or what, but when I thought of him and the few 
things I know of him, nothing appeared...." 

Jesse simply replied, "I'm assuming then, that there is a 
plan?" 

"You got that right!" I grinned as I pulled back onto the 
road and told him how it was going to go. 

The weekend was spent greeting and serving our 
customers, prepping what we could for Monday when Cassie 
would be running the show, and watching as Jesse tackled 
his list of manly chores I'd been making for him since his last 
visit...Most of them involving moving heavy appliances so I 
could sweep and scrub behind them. 

On Sunday night, after everyone had gone home I 
decided to show Jesse my new superpower and busted out 
the Trinity Ring... 

"Jess, come here a sec" I called from the bedroom. 

"Unh?" he said with a mouthful of toothpaste. 



"Spit and rinse and come here, I want to show you 
something." 

He walked into the doorway that led from the bathroom 
to the bedroom and tried to walk into the bedroom, but 
found he couldn't. 

He looked at me facing him while sitting on the edge of 
the bed and looked at his feet and back at me, all the while 
trying to walk forward but unable to make progress. 

"What the hell?" 

I withdrew the power I'd been pushing from the ring 
against him through the doorway and he stumbled into the 
bedroom with all the pent-up momentum from his struggle. 

I chuckled and jumped out of the way, as he basically 
dove, head first, into the bed. 

"What the hell?" was all he could muster as he stood back 
up glaring at me, knowing I was somehow responsible but 
unsure how. 

"It's the Trinity Ring. Anna told me its secret." 

"What secret? You mean you've got two magic-y things? 
From two entirely different branches of your family?" 

Should / tell him? 

"Well, technically. I've got quite a bit more than two" I 
said sheepishly. 

"Laura! Dammit! What's going on?" 

So, I told him about the Trinity Ring, the Scrying Sliver, 
the Cruth-atharraich, and the Thought Stone, plus my 
suspicions about the rest of the Hexensteine on the bracelet 

"Okay, look, I can't explain it so don't ask me to, but 
somehow I, and Lexie by extension, have inherited these, 
these bits, that can do things. It's like they came from 
nature and use natures' powers to do things. What's weird 
is. I'm less freaked out by the fact stones and lumps of 
metals can do things, I mean we see things we can't explain 
all the time, but what's really weird is how they all came to 
belong to members of my family...Is it that my ancestors 
somehow lucked out and discerned the powers in everyday 
objects by using a rare genetic trait, one which Lexie and I 



and Archie and Patrick have or had, or is it that these objects 
themselves are completely unique and somehow ended up 
in my possession by some bizarre twist of lucky 
inheritance?" 

"I don't know", was all Jesse could muster. 

"Look, you're Mr. Sci-Fi, Mr. Comic Book, Mr. Dragons, 
dungeons, and super heroes. I would have thought if 
anyone could appreciate the awesomeness of these stones 
and metals it would be you." 

"I can, I mean, I do, it's just...Who actually reads comic 
books and then gets to see a real Ring of Power. It takes a 
minute to wrap my head around." 

"Well, get out the tape and slap a bow on it, because it's 
all for real and tomorrow we're going on an island treasure 
hunt. Matey." 

"Aye, aye. Captain...Arrggg", he said with a wicked little 
grin completely on board with whatever mischief we were 
going to be up to the next day. 

Monday morning, we were up early and driving North 
towards Castle Stalker. We stopped at the small cafe that 
overlooks the castle for a tasty, hearty breakfast and our 
first real look at the true object of our interest, the small 
island to the southwest of the island upon which the castle 
sat. The island is only about 250 ft at it widest point. It 
sports a small sandy beach on its west side, convenient to 
boat landings; and hosts a small copse of trees on its south 
side. My gut told me that was where King James would have 
been buried and by extension Alexander's treasure. Luckily 
for my treasure hunting plans, the island was only about 
1000 ft from the closest part of the mainland - an easy 
paddle, even with the fact it would be high tide by the time 
we set off. There would be very little moon to light our 
search, but conversely very little to expose our exploits, I 
hoped our flashlights wouldn't draw attention but reasoned 
we'd be out there so late, after having to wait until 10 p.m. 



for night to fall, that everyone would be in bed with drapes 
drawn. 

We met our guide, Gloria, an assistant to the owners of 
Castle Stalker, at a small boathouse south of the cafe, 
between the eastern shore of Loch Linnhe and an old set of 
train tracks. 

As Jesse and Gloria pulled a rowboat from the small stone 
shed crouched against a hillock, I walked to the shore along 
what seemed to be small cart tracks that ran from within the 
boathouse, along a jetty into the water and straight towards 
the castle. They disappeared into the water, but I imagined 
them laying along the floor of the loch, an antique means of 
shuttling supplies back and forth at a time when the water 
was significantly lower in this part of the world. I looked 
around trying to reconcile what I was seeing from the 
ground, with the aerial lay of the land I'd memorized from an 
internet map, trying to decide if we'd be able to use this 
area to launch our canoe later tonight and decided it would 
have to do. While it had the furthest stretch of exposed 
water to cross, it had the narrowest bit of land to traverse 
from where we could easily park the car. If need be we could 
slip into the water here and hug the shallows of the coast 
until we were able to cross the narrow mouth of Loch Laich 
then turn northwest and come in from the backside of the 
small island. A longer trek, but it would keep us out of view 
of most of the buildings surrounding our destination. 

As Jesse rowed us across, I asked Gloria, alongside us in 
her own rowboat, about the small island behind the castle 
and whether anyone ever visited. She explained it belonged 
to the local council and any visits had to be cleared through 
them. She herself had been there once, a few summers ago, 
to explore and report back to the council if there were any 
areas of interest that could be exploited as tourist 
attractions, but alas, she had found nothing. 

I caught Jesse's half grin at that remark, as if to say, "See, 
nothing over there." 



I gave him my best you're-no'-getting-off-that-easy look 
to which he just smiled and shook his head. 

We thoroughly enjoyed our tour of Castle Stalker, but 
glamorous it is not! I suppose I only had myself to blame - 
too many episodes of The Tudors give one a rather romantic 
notion of the word "castle". The sturdy old dame contained 
cramped passages suited for defense, not the hooped shirts 
of royal courts; tiny bedrooms meant for sleeping off the 
day's fighting, hunting or pillaging, not playing cards and 
whispering secrets to one's ladies-in-waiting by beeswax 
candlelight; but she was glorious in her own 
right...steadfast, solid and dripping with stories, fictional and 
real, begging to be told. We were sorry to go, but our time 
was up. We rowed back the way we came, with Gloria 
beside us to make sure the visitor's boat was properly 
secured in the boathouse, said our goodbyes and headed 
back to The Tree for a hearty meal, extra clothes and the 
canoe.... 

At 9 p.m. we left The Tree with my 14' polyethylene canoe 
strapped to Luka's roof and made our way back towards 
Castle Stalker's boathouse under the auspices of getting 
away for a romantic canoe trip and picnic the following 
morning. 

I took the drive slowly both due to the added 
encumbrance of the canoe on my roof and my mental 
machinations as I contemplated what I was about to have us 
do. Jesse, to his credit, kept silent, aware I was wrapped up 
in my own thoughts. I've always been such a good girl - 
always obeyed the rules, always did the responsible thing; 
and now here I am about to break four or five different laws 
in a country that's not even my own. Yeah! About that! 
This country should have been my home...but my people 
were chased off by greed and war and a quest for 
power..Screw it! I mashed my foot down on the accelerator 
as the last two words bounced around my head. Jesse, 
recovering from the momentary Gs that pushed him into his 



seat as the turbo kicked in, asked, "So, I guess we're really 
going to do this?" 

"Bet your cute little arse we are!", I said and backed off 
the gas a bit because I was carrying a plastic torpedo on my 
roof after all. 

As we approached the turn off to the boathouse I killed 
my lights and downshifted into second gear hoping that 
would help me keep off the brakes to avoid their red lights 
flickering on and off and drawing attention. I ended up just 
putting her in neutral and coasting most of the way into a 
spot tucked behind the hill against which the boathouse sits. 
Dressed in our black jeans, black long underwear shirts, 
black wellies, and black ski hats from our Minnesota days, 
we looked like two rejects from a third world SEAL program. 
We unlashed the boat from Luka's roof and carried it down to 
the water line with only fourteen "oofs", "oh shits" and 
"dammits". We slipped into the water silent as otters and 
paddled towards our target just as I'd laid out the plan in my 
mind earlier. 

We gave the paddles a couple good pulls through the 
water and propelled the canoe right up onto the sandy 
beach, hopped out and dragged her completely out of the 
water. We stowed her next to a line of shrubbery, the sandy 
color of her plastic blended perfectly with the surroundings. 
Jesse and I made for the trees just to the south of us and 
took a breather. We turned in a full 360 scanning the water, 
the castle and the shore for any sign of activity and saw 
nothing but a few porch lights dancing on the water. 

I told Jesse I thought our best bet would be to walk side 
by side up one strip of earth and down the other. We'd have 
to shuffle our feet to clear as much ground as possible and 
use our flashlights to look for any sign of any grave markers. 
"They must be hidden rather well if Gloria couldn't find them 
in broad daylight when she came out here to do her 
evaluation." 

"Okay boss, where do you want to start?" 



"Well, let's head to that far corner over there and work 
our way back to this side closest to the shore and the boat." 

"Works for me." 

Two hours later, four thousand useless rocks, and an 
equal number of flurries of excitement dashed, I was 
mentally beating myself up over the folly of looking for a 
500-year-old grave marker on an over grown island, 
Dumbass, Laura! 

Jesse knew better than to say, "Told ya so", but it was 
written all over his face. 

We sat on the western edge of the cluster of trees, 
overlooking the beach below. I knew I should just pack it in 
and admit defeat, but there were two things wrong with that 
scenario - A) I knew it was here, and B) I hate to quit! 

Jesse sat quietly next to me, reading something on his 
iPod, waiting for me to give up, but knowing I had to get to 
that point on my own. Prodding me would only make me dig 
my heels in and I'm sure he had dreams of snuggling into a 
comfy bed sooner rather than later. 

I took a huge breath, held it and closed my eyes. I 
imagined Alexander rowing across the loch from the same 
jetty we'd departed. Alone. Dark. A cargo of some sort in 
the center of the boat. Skirting the island from which the 
enemy occupied castle towered. Landing on the beach 
below. Lugging his cargo and a spade up the small 
embankment, but, to where? 

I stood up to walk down to the beach; I wanted to get 
Alexander's perspective to finish my walking-in-his-shoes 
moment. 

Jesse looked up with a look of. Is that it then, are we 
throwing in the towei? 

"Just give me a minute", was all I said as I walked off deep 
in my own thoughts. 

I stood at the canoe and looked up towards the trees 
convinced that the answer lay there. I don't know why I was 
so adamant that King James IV, and therefore Alexander's 
legacy, were buried there, but I'd long ago learned to trust 



my instincts in these situations - I'd found many a lost 
earring and pet by listening to my gut. 

As I stared at the trees, it occurred to me we'd not 
actually gone underthem because being summer they were 
in full leaf, which didn't leave much ground clearance for 
adults to scamper under. Suddenly dates began popping 
into my head...yames IV died in September 1513 - nearly 
fall! By the time he was buried, those trees would have 
been bare! Culloden was April 16, 1746, Alexander would 
have been here in what. May, with his cargo? Spring, the 
trees would have been bare save for leaf buds. Gloria said 
she came up here a few summers ago - of course she found 
nothing, the tree branches would have been fully fleshed 
out in leafy greens. 

I ran up the little hill to where I'd left Jesse. 

"It's undeh", I gasped. 

"Under what? What are you talking about?" 

"Under the trees!" 

I made a beeline for one of the trees, flash light and 
trowel in hand. She was a rather stately Rowan, shorter than 
the other three in the area, but commanding nonetheless. 
As I slithered on my belly, under her low branches, I just 
knew this was exactly where I needed to be. I went straight 
to her trunk and spiraled out clockwise from there like a 
nautilus. I ran my bare hands under the mat of decaying 
leaves and over the earth beneath, feeling roots and rocks 
along the way. I knew in my mind what I was looking for, a 
stone big enough to hold a crest, and let my hands be my 
eyes. 

Jesse was on his hands and knees outside the edge of the 
tree branches holding a flashlight under Lady Rowan's hoop 
skirt in an attempt to help guide me. 

I was pulling myself along on my elbows and frog-kicking 
my legs a bit to use my knees to push off. I brought my left 
knee up about two feet from the north side of the trunk and 
jammed it into something hard! 

"Damn!" 




"What's wrong?" 

"I just creamed my knee!", I said as I instinctually turned 
to investigate what I'd run into. 

"Jesse come around this side and shine the light over 
here, this little light of mine is useless." 

I kept my knee on whatever it had slammed into until I 
could bring my left hand down to touch it so I could guide 
my body around without losing the offending rock or root. 

Jesse saw my machinations under the tree and shot 
around to illuminate my nemesis. 

I started feeling around the edge of the lump, now 
identified as rock by my fingertips. I was unable to dislodge 
it. I dug into the earth with my broken fingernails clearing a 
margin in the soil along the sides of the rock. It had a 
straight edge! I continued with my trowel, eventually 
creating a rectangular shape in the ground around a 
rectangular stone. I dug into the soil on top of the stone with 
my fingers, afraid of damaging the top of it with my trowel. 
Eventually I had the entire stone cleared. One corner, the 
single exposed one my knee had run into, rose higher than 
the other three, which had sunk over time at about a forty- 
five-degree angle to the horizon. Jesse, on his knees, 
reached under through the branches of the tree and handed 
me a bottle of water and a rag, which I used to gently scrub 
off the top of the stone. I cried choking sobs as two unicorns 
standing on their hind legs facing a center carving emerged, 
almost perfectly preserved by the Scottish soil. A flood of 
emotions overwhelmed me...It was as if James IV, Alexander 
and Scotland herself had conspired to safeguard this tiny 
patch of the world for me, for our family. 

"Are you okay", Jesse asked breaking my reverie. 

"I found it", I whispered. 

"What?" 

"I found it", I whispered a little louder. "I found it.", I 
croaked as I began crying again, choking on my heart as it 
exploded in my throat. "I found it!", I shouted. 



"Shhh, keep it down! Let me see", said Jesse as he 
wormed his way under the tree. 

"Look, see these two unicorns standing here on either 
side of this shield with a crown on top? It's the Arms of 
James IV. This has to be his burial site and the resting place 
of Alexander's treasure, it just has to be!" I said desperately. 

"Okay, then we'd better get digging", said Jesse smiling 
and resigned to not getting any sleep any time soon. 

"But where?" I asked suddenly exhausted and out of 
ideas. 

Jesse, ever my knight in shining armor, replied excitedly 
with, "Linder the grave marker I would think. Didn't the 
riddle say, 'In the Arms of the Cousin of the Steward'? It 
should be right under the stone, yet above the actual 
grave." 

"Works for me!" I replied suddenly rejuvenated by my 
partner-in-crime's enthusiasm. 

We dug out the limestone grave marker and slid it to the 
side. Then, on our stomachs, with small hand trowels 
borrowed from Clem's greenhouse, we dug up the soil under 
where it had lain. We had a small hollow below us into 
which our arms hung as we scooped out pound upon pound 
of earthly flesh. As it usually goes with these things - we 
found nothing. The excitement had long ago faded and the 
dawn would be warming the horizon in another two hours, 
we knew we needed to go, but neither wanted to be the first 
to say "Uncle" so we kept digging. 

/ really hope Alexander didn't bury this right on top of 
James's casket...No way we're getting down six feet while 
laying on our stomachs.... 

Jesse's latest spade-full of dirt landed on my ass as 
frustration caused him to flick it in my general direction. 

"Thanks genius!" I said grouchily as my exhausted brain 
tried to process something about the sensation experienced 
by my fried nerve endings. 

"What?" Jesse snapped. 



"Stop throwing your crap on me!" I snapped back as I 
reached down to feel what had hit my hiney, trying to work 
out what was niggling at my brain. I felt something small 
and hard on the ground next to my right hip. It dawned on 
me that soil should be soft, and whatever had hit me had 
been hard. I picked it up and brought it to my face to be 
examined by my eyes. 

"Jesse!" 

"What?" 

"Stop throwing gold at me!" I said with a huge grin as he 
looked up at me six kinds of irritated. 

"What the hell are you talking about?" 

"Look, this is what hit my butt with your last scoop of 
dirt", I said as I handed him a hand worked gold coin. 

"Are you kidding me? No way!" 

We looked at each other with shit-eating grins and dug 
into our little abyss. 

Coins, rings, small bars and thin strips all of gold, and a 
few handfuls of loose gemstones, emerged from where 
Alexander had buried them nearly 300 years before. We 
piled everything on two beach towels lying between us as 
we lay across from each other on either side of the pit; to the 
twittering birds above our heads, we probably looked like a 
rather odd pinwheel. We had been rather organized in our 
excavation, removing about an inch of soil, a layer at a time, 
from within a roughly two-foot circle. After Jesse's discovery 
of the first bit of loot we continued working our way down, 
layer by layer. What we discovered were three relatively 
columnar stashes of treasure. We surmised that Alexander 
had buried three small, portly, barrels, roughly eight inches 
high with tops and bottoms having a diameter about six 
inches across, which had long since rotted away leaving 
behind their contents held in a bit of a mould created by the 
surrounding soil. 

Filthy and exhausted we dragged ourselves out from 
under the tree and tried to work out how to get the loot to 



the canoe and then into the car...without being given away 
by the quickly approaching dawn. 

I did a few quick calculations on my phone - volume of a 
cylinder is nr^h....That's 240 cubic inches of primarily 
gold...Times 10.20 to convert to Troy Ounces...Times about 
$1500 an ounce...Holy SHIT! 

"Jesse, check these calculations...! think each barrel is 
worth over three and a half million dollars!" 

Jesse ran his own quick calculations and handed me back 
the phone. 165. 

"What's this?" 

"That, Wife, is the weight of each single barrel...And there 
were three! We now need to haul 495 pounds of treasure 
across this bit here" he said waggling his index finger at the 
bit of open space before us, "down the embankment to the 
beach, across that bit of water there" again with the finger, 
"and up the beach to the car...before sun rise in, oh, about 
an hour." 

"Well then it's lucky I brought this", I said as I pulled out 
the Trinity Ring and slipped in on my finger. 

"What the hell are you going to do with that?" 

"Watch and learn. Husband", I replied. "First, we need to 
scoop up everything into these bags", I said as I handed him 
a wad of canvas bags I'd shoved into the bottom on my 
backpack for just such a case. 

I grabbed two bags back from him and we both scrabbled 
back under the tree. Laying the bags on their sides, one at a 
time, we secured one edge under each pile and used our 
forearms to scrape the treasure into the gaping mouths of 
the brightly colored sacs. Within a few minutes the six bags 
sat two-by-two like rectangular soldiers at attention, under 
the branches of the little Rowan tree. We filled in the hole 
we'd dug out with as much soil and other vegetation as we 
could quickly scrape into it, then slid James's carved crest 
back to the approximate spot in which we'd first discovered 
it. 



I wiggled out backwards on my elbows and knees and 
walked behind the tree to position myself so that the bags 
were between the canoe on the beach below and myself. 

"Jesse, scooch over that way a bit", I said pointing to the 
left with my thumb because he was standing right in front of 
the bags. 

I extended my left arm, made a fist, pointed the Trinity 
Ring at the six bags and willed them to move. They lurched 
forward a bit almost tipping over and spilling their contents, 
but I got the power surge under control, found the sweet- 
spot in the lower quarter of the center between the two rear 
bags, and began pushing them before me as I strode 
towards the beach calling to Jesse to grab our stuff and 
follow me. 

Jesse jogged up beside me with the backpacks stuffed 
with towels, trowels and my camera containing a shot of the 
resting place of James IV. I could tell he had a million 
questions, the first of which was probably, "Can I try?", but I 
couldn't even entertain answering him since moving these 
damn bags was taking every ounce of concentration I had at 
the moment. I had a really good charge on the ring and 
hoped I'd be able to get the whole lot across to the car, but 
it's not like there was a fuel gauge on the thing! 

We made it to the canoe and I was grateful for the rest 
from pushing the bags while Jesse dragged the boat from 
beneath its nesting area to the water's edge. 

"Jess, this boat is rated for 875-pound capacity...I'm 
getting a total of 820 pounds between you, me and the 
loot..." 

"I was wondering about that. How the Hell do you know 
the capacity of this thing?" 

"You know me and numbers. They just stick in my head. 
Anyway, do you want to try all four bags at once? We'll be 
seriously pushing it, but fewer trips is a good thing!" 

"Yeah, let's try it. We're going to have to push the boat 
out into the water and wade out a bit with the bags, 
otherwise we'll just bottom out here on the shore." 



"Okay, let's get this done before the sun rises." 

We left the boat partially beached with our backpacks 
and shoes loaded aboard while I used the ring to push the 
bags into the water until they were nearly half submerged. 
We dragged the boat into the water and parked it running 
parallel to the shore, held more or less in place by the 
lapping of the shallow waves. We stood barefoot in the 
water, up to our thighs, between the boat and the bags. We 
each grabbed a canvas handle on either side of the first bag, 
said a silent prayer it wouldn't snap, and heaved it into the 
center of the boat. After loading the remaining five bags, we 
dragged the boat as close to the shore as we could without 
grounding it and one by one scrambled into the boat taking 
care to counter balance each other so as to not tip the 
bloody thing. 

Paddles in hand we made for the boathouse and Luka. 

It was slow going because of the weight. The boat rode 
so low that the water was less than three inches from the rail 
in the center. Eventually we made it. We grounded her 
perpendicular to the shore as hard as we could and 
unloaded the bags onto the muddy beach. Like the well- 
oiled, married machine we are, I immediately set to 
"pushing" the bags up the hill towards the car while Jesse 
slung the backpacks on his back, one over each shoulder, 
secured the paddles into the floor of the canoe, and dragged 
it past me towards the car. 

We loaded the bags - three in the boot, three in the 
backseat floorboards, secured the canoe on the roof, tossed 
the backpacks into the backseat, peeled off our sopping wet 
pants, slipped on spares we had stowed in the car for just 
such a situation and got the hell outta Dodge just as the sun 
kissed the top of Castle Stalker. 

There was so much to say we, neither of us, could speak, 
so we drove silently for the first twenty minutes. It wasn't 
until we reached the Connel Bridge and were stuck at the 
traffic light waiting for the northbound traffic to clear the 
single lane that we uttered our first words. 



"Ten million dollars!", we both said in unison then burst 
out laughing at the fact we'd both been rolling f/7af around 
in our minds the entire time. 

"Are you going to tell anyone about finding James?", Jesse 
asked. 

"Absofrikkenlootly not! What? And give away the fact 
we were digging out there, without permission? Not a 
chance." 

"Don't you think the Scots would want to know? Want to 
be able to open a museum or something?" 

"Hell, I don't know, you'd think they'd had enough of 
Kings and Queens. Look, if it makes you feel better, in a 
year or so I'll write a letter to someone suggesting they look 
on the island; by then the soil will have settled and evidence 
of our having been there will be erased. They guy's been 
dead for five hundred years, another one won't matter much 
in the scheme of things." 

Jumping subjects like a cricket on hot pavement Jesse 
asked, "What about the gold, what are you going to do with 
it? How will you use it? Hell, how will you convert it into 
something useable?" 

"Don't know, don't know and I'm working on it." 

I was working on it too. I already had half a plan, but 
wasn't ready to share it yet. 

We arrived back at The Tree just then. I backed Luka into 
the garage, canoe and all, turned her engine off, and looked 
at Jesse who was just staring out the windshield numb with 
exhaustion. We grabbed our backpack and wet clothes out 
of the car, staggered upstairs, stripped off our clothes, 
rinsed off, climbed under the covers and passed out. 

Five hours later we awoke, starving, and wandered 
downstairs to grab some food and see how things were 
going for Cassie and the Wonder Twins. 

The place was busy as usual so Jesse and I slapped 
together a couple sandwiches and jumped into the melee. 
Jesse gloved up and hit the dishes while I got to work 



prepping the dinner necessaries. I worked quickly and 
efficiently, mostly on autopilot, while my thoughts drifted to 
the bags of Alexander's treasure hunkered in the back of my 
car. / can't believe I found it! I wish I could contact 
Alexander and tell him! Oh my God, I've got to tell Anna - 
she's gonna have kittens! What the hell am / gonna do with 
all of It? Donate It? Start my own not-for-profit and dole out 
grants to Scots who want to start businesses? What about 
scholarships? Bigger problem - how am / going to spend It 
without letting on that it's technically buried treasure? I 
wonder, now that I've found it, can / use it to contact 
Alexander? Would this be enough to focus in on him since 
he was the last to touch It? 

"Laura?" Jesse broke my mental wanderings. 

"Hmmm?" 

"Where do all these go?" he asked pointing to the huge 
soup pots. 

And just like that I was back in the reality of running a 
pub. 

With everyone gone for the night, Jesse, the dogs, and I 
paraded upstairs to bed. Halfway up I suddenly 
remembered my idea to use the gold in the back of Luka to 
try to summon Alexander. 

"Hey Jesse, I'm heading out to the garage for a sec." 

"Want me to come with you and unload the car?" 

"You know what, this might be as good a time as any. 
We're gonna need it outta there before we can use the car 
again and no one is around right now." 

"Okay, I'll get the dogs settled and meet you out there." 

I popped open Luka's boot and resting a hand on the 
raised hatch leaned over the three bags full of filthy 
treasure. I pulled out a handful of coins from the top of one 
bag and examined them in the dim light of the dome set in 
the top of the hatch opening. They appeared perfectly 
round and were stamped one side with the engraving of a 



man and backside with the engraving of two ovals topped 
with a crown; one oval was filled with three fleur de Ms, the 
other with what looked like wheel spokes. 

Jesse walked in the small side door just then so I pocketed 
the coins for later and looked around the little garage to 
work out a place to store the bags where no one would 
stumble across them until I could figure out what to do with 
them. 

We opted for the far corner behind the huge metal tool 
chest left behind by the previous owners. The hulking beast 
sat catty-corner creating a gaping hole behind it. We 
swiveled it out, away from one wall, slid three bags into the 
corner, covered them with a couple scrap blanks from under 
the workbench, popped the remaining three bags on top of 
that, two more planks and a roll of old chicken wire later we 
pushed the tool chest back into place. It wasn't perfect, but 
it'd do. No one ever came in here and it was better than 
hauling it all into the pub where people climbed about all 
day. 

For good measure, in case anyone was about wondering 
what we were doing in the garage so late, we popped open 
the main door and removed the canoe from Luka's roof, 
securing it above the workbench using hooks and straps I'd 
already set up. We washed off the dirty trowels in a bucket 
of water pulled from the tap outside the side door and laid 
them out on the workbench to dry. We pulled Luka's floor 
mats and gave 'em a good shake over the drive, locked up 
the car, the garage and called it quits...Nothing to see here 
people. 

Upstairs, I told Jesse to go ahead and shower first since 
he was faster and would probably pass out before I even got 
done washing my hair. Too tired to argue or be chivalrous he 
just got on with it. 

As soon as I heard the water going and him splashing 
about in it, I opened my top dresser drawer, pulled out my 
new necklace and slid it into my empty pants pocket. 



Sure enough, Jesse was out in under ten minutes and 
asleep in less than fifteen. Energized by my hope in 
contacting Alexander I emptied my pockets of their treasure, 
quickly showered, moisturized, popped on my PJs, brushed 
my teeth and made a cozy little towel seat on the floor 
against the side of the tub. I draped the cord of the 
necklace around my raised, bent knee so that the Spirit 
Stone faced me. I held the coins in my hands and closed my 
eyes. I focused on everything I knew of Alexander, and 
especially the fact he'd buried three kegs of this treasure on 
the same island I'd been to just hours before. I mentally 
called his name and filled my mind with images of the 
island, the headstone of carved with the Coat of Arms of 
James IV, which Alexander surely must have touched, and 
peeked through one cracked eyelid at the Sprit Stone. 



Chapter XI 


Something was coming. The shimmer between the stone 
and the glass was weak, but it was there. I closed my eyes 
again and concentrated. I spoke his name in a whisper over 
and over. 

"Who are you?" came a voice from my knee. 

My eyes popped open of their own volition. My heart 
raced. Could it really be him 7 

"Alexander?" 

"Aye." 

"Tell me, did you once write a riddle for your family?" 

"Aye." 

"If I recite half, do you think you could finish it?" 

"Aye." 

"Not a man of many words, are you?" 

"Lass, I have no idea who ye are, but I am intrigued by 
what ye claim to know, so I shall play along until ye prove to 
be friend or foe." 

"Fair enough. Honestly, were you a closet poet?" 

"What are ye on about?" 

Never mind, okay, here we go... Where I but not I died. In 
the Arms of the Cousin of the Steward..." 

"Near the House of the Hunter held in the hands of the 
Enemy", whispered Alexander. 

"Find your piece. Right a wrongs, "we finished in unison. 

"How did ye come by that then?" 

"That is a long story." 

"Lass, I remember dying, I am quite sure I have nowhere 
else to be at the moment. Why not start with who ye are 
and work your way to where I am." 

"The first part is easy. I'm your 8th great-granddaughter. 
Your son Robert had a son named for you. I descend from 
him. Somehow your riddle and your ring were passed down, 
generation to generation, ending up with me by sheer luck. 
The second part, well that's a bit cloudier, but simply put, it 



seems I've inherited, from another ancestor, a stone that 
allows me to speak with spirits. I have to know quite a bit 
about the person I wish to summon, so until now it's been 
impossible to call you." 

"Why until now?" 

"Because today I dug up what you buried", I said with a 
Cheshire Cat grin. 

Alexander seemed to be concentrating heavily on 
something and finally spoke, "In what year do you live?" 

Ah, I thought, he's trying to add up the fact I'nn his 8th 
great-granddaughter and figure out how iong it's been. "It's 
2014, July, to be exact.", I replied. 

"It has been that long has it? Why do you speak with 
such a strange accent? It is neither English nor Scots." 

"I suppose it would sound foreign to you. I'm American", I 
said and then explained what I knew of the family from 
speaking with Anna. 

When I finished he was silent for a long time then seemed 
to decide something, pulled himself up a little taller and 
asked if I would like to learn the story from before the escape 
to the Isle of Man. 

"Of course!" 


Spring 1746 

Near Ardsheal House 

Appin, Argyll, Scotland 

Being a Stewart in Scotland has always been a perilous 
business, but being a Stewart of Appin after Culloden was 
treasonous. 

The Stewart family is descended from Kings. History 
would have us believe in the romance of royalty, but the 
truth is the throne is a bloody business. 

The House of Stewart began in 1371 with Robert II, the 
son of the sixth hereditary High Steward of Scotland and a 
grandson of Robert the Bruce. It ended at Culloden the 16*^ 



of April, 1746, when Prince Charles Edward Stewart's 
Jacobite army failed to reclaim his throne. 

Another Charles Stewart, Charles Stewart of Ardsheal, led 
a Jacobite regiment of Appin Stewarts into battle at 
Culloden, in support of The Young Pretender - and lost, 
miserably. 

One member of Ardsheal's regiment, a man named 
Alexander Stewart, was a farmer who lived a simple life with 
his wife, children, a few cows, a handful of sheep and a small 
garden. Perhaps if he'd understood a bit more about the 
world, he would have taken his family and his livestock as 
far to the north as he could and never taken sides in a quest 
for a crown that cared nothing of him. 

As it stood however, Alexander knew only the legacy of 
his ancestors - that of the land on which they were buried, 
duty to your kinsmen, and being a devout man- in that 
order. So, when the call came to raise a regiment in support 
of the Catholic Charles Edward Stewart's claim to the throne 
of England, Scotland and Ireland, Alexander did his duty and 
marched to the Battlefield of Culloden. 

Alexander escaped Culloden - barely. The Duke of 
Cumberland, a son of the reigning Hanoverian king, George 
II, earned well the nickname the Butcher of Culloden. 

When a British soldier's horse charged into his small 
group of Scottish rebels, which had been separated by 
canon fire from the main flank, Alexander was knocked 
backwards, hitting his head on a large rock. Luckily the rock 
was near a small copse into which he crawled and 
subsequently fell into darkness. 

When he awoke it was the witching hour. The mists had 
rolled onto the darkened battlefield and were filled with the 
moans of men. In his altered state, Alexander took them to 
be the ghosts of his fallen kinsmen. He crawled away from 
the battlefield as quickly as his throbbing head would allow 
and hid in under a fallen tree until afternoon light awoke 
him. 



Unsure of how long he had been unconscious, he stole 
back to the field and was horrified by what he saw. 
Cumberland's men were stalking the moor, stabbing the 
wounded where they lay and robbing the corpses of their 
possessions. 

Unwilling to show himself to the men on the field, he 
crawled back to the tree under which he'd hidden before, 
and remained until darkness fell once again. 

Alexander walked for days. He left the site of Blar Chuil 
Lodair, the field of Culloden, a broken-hearted man. He 
continued to ask himself the same questions. What was the 
purpose? All those sons, husbands and fathers - dead, and 
for what purpose? 

He skirted the shores of Loch Ness and headed south 
towards his home in Appin. He traveled mostly during the 
late evenings and early mornings, when the sun shared less 
light, in order to avoid detection. Memories of Stewart men 
being slaughtered spurred him on and kept him wary of 
strangers. He wanted to be home and he wanted to make his 
family safe. 

After the third day, or was It the fourth he wondered, he 
found himself near a large house located equidistant from 
the east tip of Loch Arkaig and the western shore of Loch 
Lochy. 

Cameron land, he thought to himself. He recalled 
marching with the men of Donald Cameron, better known as 
Lochiel, from this very area and hearing of the great house 
of the Cameron Chief called Achnacarry. Is this Achnacarry? 
Perhaps It will be safe to knock upon a door here. A bit of 
oatcake, a drop of soup, would be so welcome after all these 
cold days of walking. 

Alexander hid in the wooded area of one of the bends of 
the small river that connects Loch Arkaig and Loch Lochy. 
He waited until just after sunset to make his way to the 
grand house. 

He went to a side door closest to the river hoping it would 
lead to the kitchen, no sense In bothering the lady of the 



house, he reasoned. 

He knocked once, tentatively, then again, a wee bit more 
aggressively as he heard his stomach rumble from the mere 
suggestion of food, which had been in such scarce supply 
these last days. He heard someone approaching the door 
and took a step back holding his breath, hoping he had not 
just made a fatal mistake. 

The stout, round woman who opened the door was all a- 
twitter. She was calling out instructions about packing 
something, to someone over her shoulder, as she yanked 
open the door with one hand, while holding a half-wrapped 
cooking pot in the other. 

Apparently, a rag-tag, farmer-cum-soldier, with caked 
blood on his filthy shirt, was not what she expected. She 
dropped the pot she was holding creating a terrible clang, 
which just made Alexander's head hurt even more. As she 
bent to pick it up she made to slam the door in his face, but 
seemed to think better of it and asked him what he wanted. 

“My name is Alexander", he began to say Stewart but 
thought better of it not knowing the difference between 
friends and enemies by sight. “My horse broke its leg in a 
fall and I had to release it from its pain, hence my 
appearance, my late hour and my hunger. Yours was the 
first home I saw and hoped to beg a bit of hospitality to 
speed me on my way." 

Mrs. Macildowie hadn't the time for this! She grabbed a 
couple of oatcakes from the pile she'd been ordered to cook 
by Mrs. Cameron, shoved them at Alexander's chest and 
slammed the door with her foot. “Never let it be said 
hospitality was not found at Achnacarry!" he heard her say 
as the door clicked shut. 

Alexander stood stunned by the interaction of the last 
thirty seconds, and then turned to leave. He decided to 
make a meal by the river and resume his journey south with 
the help of the darkness. 

Resting his back against a tree and savoring the oatcakes 
he almost didn't notice the young lad trying to silently drive 



the cow across the river and up into the forest. It was a 
quarter moon so quite light enough on this clear spring 
evening to see the boy was having some difficulty with his 
stealthy mission. 

Torn between running back to the house to warn they 
were being robbed of their cow or continuing on his way 
towards his own home, the decision to intervene was made 
for him when the boy, who had been standing in the middle 
of the river nudging the cow to cross, suddenly disappeared 
from view. 

Alexander was up like a shot and thrashing into the river 
to the place where the cow was now bolting from the sound 
of the splashing. Alexander shouted, hoping someone from 
the house would hear him. Better a live thief than a dead 
one at this age, he thought as he recalled his own son's 
boyish antics. 

Alexander made it to the spot where he thought he'd 
seen the boy go under and started flailing with his arms and 
legs under the water trying to feel for the body of the child. 
The current wasn't too strong; he should be here! 

Alexander was vaguely aware of people running to the 
river's edge behind him, he heard their shouts and saw the 
flames of their torches from the corner of his eye, but he 
couldn't look around and lose track of the area he was 
searching. 

Suddenly his right arm smacked into something that 
could only be flesh. He brought his left arm to meet his 
right, grabbed hold of the boy's calf and yanked him from 
the water with a mighty splash. He threw the boy over his 
shoulder and turned to run towards the shore. 

The woman who had given him the oatcakes, and two 
other adults he reckoned must be the boy's parents as they 
seemed to know his name and showed far too much concern 
for the lad to have been a thieving stranger, met him at the 
river's edge. 

As he hoisted the waterlogged child from his shoulder 
and lowered him gently to the ground he was grateful to 



hear the sound sputtering sounds of life. The boy sucked in 
huge gulps of air and gurgled out mouthfuls of the river as 
his parents bent over him. 

Alexander found himself standing to the side with none 
other than the Lady of the Oatcake who actually gave him a 
small curtsey and introduced herself as one Mrs. Macildowie. 
Uncontrollably, due to the combination of exhaustion and 
adrenaline, he laughed out loud at the sight of Mrs. 
Macildowie's bob - she quite reminded him of a potato with 
legs. 

His guffaw drew the attention of the boy's parents and 
another man who had arrived to investigate the commotion. 
The father began to approach Alexander and Mrs. 
Macildowie in quite a pained fashion. Alexander realized he 
was walking with two canes and leaning forward so as to 
distribute most of his weight onto his arms. 

Alexander swallowed hard. Think! If this is other than a 
Cameron you are a dead man if you lay a word wrong. 

“Come", is all the man said as he turned back towards the 
house. 

The second man picked the child from the ground and the 
boy's mother carried the torches followed by Mrs. 
Macildowie, blowing like a bellows as she huffed and puffed 
her way up the hill, and lastly Alexander. 

They entered through the same kitchen door Alexander 
had knocked at only a half an hour before. 

“Sit", said the man with the canes to Alexander, pointing 
at the stools by the hearth. 

Mother and son disappeared upstairs, no doubt to warm 
the boy and settle him in bed and Mrs. Macildowie busied 
herself warming broth and barked an order at the man who 
had carried the boy from the river to bring a chair for 
Himself. 

Two thoughts collided in Alexander's brain. Achnacarry! 
Himself! I am sitting before Lochiel, Chief of dan Cameron! 
And The Cow! Suddenly Alexander had remembered the 
cow! 



“Sir”, he blurted, almost jumping to his feet from his stool 
in front of the kitchen fireplace “your cow. The one your son 
was driving across the river. It's still out there. She made it 
to the other side as I was searching for the boy.” 

Mrs. Macildowie overhearing this, scooted out of the room 
calling to someone, and Lochiel assured him the cow would 
be found and made safe. 

The man who was told to fetch a chair returned with a 
large, high backed, armed, chair and placed it before the fire 
then turned to assist Lochiel settling into it. 

“Thank you, David”, said Lochiel through clenched jaw as 
a cushioned stool was used to prop up his wrapped ankles. 

David stepped out of the room and returned minutes 
later with two glasses of amber liquid and handed one to 
Lochiel and the other to Alexander. 

Lochiel glared at his bandaged and angrily swollen, black 
and blue ankles and said, “Blarchuil lodair”. 

Recognizing the Gaelic for Culloden, Alexander just 
nodded. 

“Aye”, spoke Alexander deciding to trust Lochiel, “I was 
there as well.” He took a large gulp of the whisky in his 
hand and continued. 

“I am Alexander Stewart of Appin. I followed Ardsheal 
and now I fear I may be the only one of my regiment left. I 
woke from unconsciousness caused by hitting my head upon 
a rock, only to find the battlefield swirling with English 
soldiers committing my kinsmen to their eternal sleep, and 
now I am trying to make my way home to my family.” 

“I have heard reports of what Cumberland has ordered 
done to those loyal to Charles. I returned myself just 
yesterday to Achnacarry and now we are preparing to leave. 
Cumberland will not stop until we are all dead or transported 
and our lands forfeit. We must now live in hiding until we 
regroup or escape,” said Lochiel as he glanced around the 
kitchen at the crated materials and packaged provisions. 
“When you rescued him, my son was attempting to drive the 



last of our cattle across the river to a hidden grazing spot 
near where we are to camp.” 

Having his worst fears confirmed Alexander lurched to his 
feet to leave knowing his family would not know of the 
coming of British troops nor the horror they would bring with 
them. 

Lochiel, understanding Alexander's impulse, bade him 
wait long enough to dry his clothes and fill his stomach. "My 
messengers tell me Cumberland is still at Inverness, to 
where many of our brothers and sons fled when the battle 
was lost. He will be busy there for a while as he sorts traitor 
from those loyal to England. We are safe for now, but we 
should speak of what is to come.” 

The two men talked into the night about Culloden, about 
the future of their clans and the options available to them. 
Chief and farmer shared their knowledge and their stories. 

Near dawn, Alexander stood outside the kitchen door 
where he'd stood just hours before, a different man. He 
understood the politics of princes and war, and he knew his 
kinsmen had died for the wrong reasons at Culloden. Never 
again would a Stewart of his line fight or die for other than 
his own cause! 

As he said goodbye to his new friend, Mrs. Macildowie 
came around the side of the house leading a small mare 
laden with saddlebags. She grudgingly handed Alexander 
the reins but couldn't help smiling as she caught him 
gawking at her and the gift she bore. 

Alexander turned in surprise to Lochiel. 

"Please, accept her and take this to aid the escape of your 
family”, said Lochiel as he took Alexander's hand and 
pressed a warm bit of metal into his palm. 

Alexander glanced at his hand and saw the glint of a gold 
band holding a stone reflected in the moonlight. Quickly 
closing his hand, he made to give the ring back to Lochiel, 
but he was already gone from the doorway. 

Only Mrs. Macildowie remained to see him off. 



Alexander chuckled at the thought of asking her for a leg 
up onto the horse but instead asked if she knew the horse's 
name as he stepped into the left stirrup and threw his right 
leg over the mare's back. 

“Thistle", she said, as she gave the old girl a smack on 
the rump and watched Alexander ride off, “her name's 
Thistle." 

Alexander arrived home in just a day and a half. Armed 
with the knowledge that British troops had not made it as far 
south as Achnacarry much less Fort William, he felt 
comfortable riding in the daylight. Thistle proved to be 
quite a good horse - no terrain could stop her and she 
seemed never to tire. As he rode up to the small house he 
shared with his wife, children and grandchild, he breathed a 
sigh of relief, but also shuddered at what lay ahead. 

In June of that year, Lochiel, his family, and a small 
contingent of those loyal to him, arrived at Ardsheal 

Alexander was summoned from his small croft to the 
Great Hall of Ardsheal House. It was well past nightfall, but 
he noted as he was shown inside, the room was lit only by 
the fire in the hearth. Only the secrets of nnen and lovers 
are born In the dark; and the secrets of nnen are always 
poisonous to someone, he warned himself as his eyes 
focused on two shadowy figures sitting next to the fire, at 
the far end of the room. 

“Alexander Stewart, come, join us." spoke Ardsheal as 
Alexander approached. “It would seem you know my guest, 
Lochiel?" 

“Aye, your lordship", said Alexander as he neared the fire 
and recognized his acquaintance. “It was he who gave me 
my mare Thistle to aid in my journey home from Culloden." 

“Alexander", said Lochiel as he gave a subtle bow of his 
head in a sign of greeting. 

“Your lordship", returned Alexander. 

“Sit Alexander, for we have plans to make and Lochiel 
says you are one to be trusted." said Ardsheal as he waved a 



hand toward a chair to his left. 

Alexander sat and the men stared at each other in 
silence, each sizing the other's loyalty and discretion. 

Finally, Lochiel spoke, “Alexander, remember when we 
spoke at Achnacarry of princes and war and loyalty and 
survival?" 

"Aye", answered Alexander slowly, suddenly suspicious. 

Lochiel chuckled as he saw Alexander's brow arch above 
one eye. "Not to worry, not to worry. We will not ask much 
of you, certainly not to take up arms again." 

Alexander sat back in his chair a little bit, deciding to 
hear the men's plan. 

"It was you who gave me the gift of options when you 
described your home here in Appin", began Lochiel. "We 
have purchased time by coming south by land, time to wait 
for the French to send the means of our rescue." 

So, it's to be flee over fight, is it, thought Alexander as he 
recalled the night in front of the fire at Achnacarry where the 
options were re-group and fight, or run and hide. 

Reading his thoughts Lochiel explained that not nearly 
enough troops arrived at Murlaggan to mount any further 
attack against the British, and Prince Charles had all but 
disappeared. Lochiel had not heard word of his location in 
over a week and assumed he could be bound for France if 
not landed there already. 

Ardsheal took up the story from there by going back in 
time a bit. "Just after Culloden, two ships landed at Arisaig 
with gold for the Jacobite cause. When word arrived that we 
had lost horribly at Culloden, the ships left behind seven 
caskets of Spanish gold and returned to their ports. That 
gold was entrusted to Lochiel." 

Alexander looked to Lochiel to continue the story. 

"Alexander, this is what we must ask of you", said Lochiel 
as he rose from his chair and walked towards the two whisky 
barrels that had been sitting like small stubby sentries, 
before the fireplace. "We need you to take these and hide 
them. They are the only two left of the seven, after theft and 



distribution to some of the clans of the north. Ardsheal and I 
must hide and plan our escape to France; there will be no 
chance for survival here. Cumberland has his eyes on 
Appin. Having exhausted his search efforts in the islands to 
the west, he suspects the Prince may be hiding in the area 
and is sending one Captain Caroline Frederick Scott to 
investigate. He will likely punish those still here, but you will 
survive, whereas Ardsheal and myself would be taken to 
London and executed. What we ask is that you hide the 
gold and after Scott has come through, begin distributing it 
to the families who suffered the losses of Culloden.” 

“You wish me to stay here, with my family, knowing the 
wickedness that comes this way?" sputtered Alexander. 

“Yes, it is a lot to ask", answered Ardsheal. “But we 
cannot do it ourselves and so we appeal to your loyalty to 
your clan to remain and care for them and others, while we 
try to persuade the French court to finance a strike against 
George in England." 

“Do you remember the ring I gave you?" asked Lochiel. 

Alexander nodded. 

“It was from one of the caskets. I imagine it was solicited 
straight off the finger of Louis himself. Use it to send your 
family away if you must, but we ask that you stay and do 
that which we cannot." 

Alexander nodded. “I will do as you ask, but I fear it will 
not go as you plan. There are already rumors of families 
ready to turn over those who fought against King George, in 
order to save their own. I fear once Cumberland's man 
arrives I will be singled out because all who live here know I 
marched with Ardsheal." 

“We trust you to do what is best. If you must leave with 
your family to keep the gold safe do so, just do not tell us of 
your plans so that should we be apprehended by English 
troops we cannot tell them of its location." 

The issue resolved, the men settled into easy discussion 
of their families and the things they would miss most upon 
leaving Scotland. 



On his way home, the Spanish gold now disguised as 
three small caskets of "whisky" jingling instead of sloshing in 
the back of his small wagon, Alexander decided to take a 
small detour to the south. He knew just the place to bury 
them, and tonight, with no moon to expose his journey to 
the small island whose secret had been told to him by his 
father, was the best time to hide them right under the 
Hanoverian's noses. Let Him guard the gold meant for the 
people of his Great-Grandson, thought Alexander as he 
bumped along through the otherwise silent night. 

Ardsheal and Lochiel disappeared within the following 
week. No one knew where they had gone, and for his 
family's sake, Alexander hoped it stayed that way. 

It was rumored they were hiding in caves in the area not 
wanting to abandon their wives and children, but Alexander 
had no time for rumors. 

Alexander sat in his small barn holding the ring Lochiel 
had given him, trying to decide what to do. At forty-six 
years of age, he could feel the pains of time in his bones and 
muscles. War is a young man's contest, I am too old for 
politics and fighting, he thought to himself. 

His small grandson, only a year old and named for him, 
tottered into the barn. 

'Alex! What are you doing here all on your own?" 
boomed Alexander scaring the poor boy to tears. 

Alex's mother scurried into the barn to see why her 
father-in-law was shouting and why her son was now crying. 

She found her young Alex sitting on his grandfather's 
knee and Alexander wiping away the boy's tears while softly 
apologizing for scaring him so. 

The thought of the poor boy getting caught up in one of 
Cumberland's favorite's raids was too much to bear, and the 
image of him appearing so small and alone in the doorway 
of the barn shocked him into decision. 

Alexander looked up at Isla as she entered the barn, the 
look of a concerned mother etched in her face. He stood. 



handed Alex back to her and asked her to bring the family to 
the barn - he needed to speak to all of them. 

When Isla left, Alexander allowed himself a moment to 
grieve his eldest child, his son Robert, who had been Isla's 
husband and Alex's father. Robert had died the year before, 
at the too young age of twenty-five. It had been a hunting 
accident shortly before the son he would never know, 
Alexander Robert Stewart, had been born. Alexander felt he 
owed it to his Robert to protect the boy and today he'd made 
the decision to do just that. 

Isla returned with her mother-in-law and her two sisters- 
in-law, all looking rather perturbed at being pulled from 
their chores. 

Alexander explained what he'd been dreading telling the 
women, well most of it anyway. He told them of what he'd 
seen at Culloden and of what he'd learned from Lochiel and 
Ardsheal. He told them that Lochiel and Ardsheal were 
making for France and that he was going to stay, try to 
survive Scott's inevitable visit and hold onto what was 
theirs. He outlined his plan to hide their livestock in the 
forest of Glen Duror, leaving out the bit about hiding the 
caskets of gold. 

He knew better than to order Scottish women about, so 
he gave his wife and daughters the choice - stay with him or 
leave now and he would send for them when it was safe to 
return. The only matter on which he was firm was that Isla 
and Alex must leave, immediately. He owed it to Robert to 
see them safe and would accept no argument. 

As he'd anticipated, his wife and daughters decided to 
stay and supported his decision to send Isla and Alex away. 
It was decided the two of them would make for the Isle of 
Man the next day and wait there for Alexander and the other 
women to join them, or to be recalled home. 

With no further discussion to be had the women left the 
barn to begin packing all that Isla and Alex would need. 

Alex asked Isla to remain behind for a moment. She 
stopped in the doorway willing the tears not to come, but as 



he approached she turned into his open arms and sobbed. 

After a bit, she pulled way, wiped her eyes and resolved 
to do what he had asked with no further fuss. She was sure 
it tore his heart apart to send his only grandchild away, not 
knowing if they would ever see each other again; she did 
not want to make the pain worse. 

“You do understand why I must send you away?" asked 
Alexander. 

“I do", was all she could muster without breaking down 
again. 

“Little Alex is the future of this family. All of my brothers 
and sisters are gone and neither of my daughters are 
married, your son is the last of my line of Stewarts. I must 
protect that." 

“I understand, and I will raise him well. If we should 
never meet again be assured I will teach him of you and his 
father and raise him a proud Stewart with a kind heart." 

“Good lass. Now, I want you to take this" he said as he 
handed her a small pouch of gold coins he'd taken from one 
of the caskets - it was, after all, meant to assist the men and 
women of Scotland survive the revenge of King George. 

She felt the weight of the bag in her hand and tears 
welled up in her eyes again. 

Isla and Alex left Loch Linnhe two days later with a small 
group of Appin women and children, and a small package 
Alexander pressed into her hand just as she boarded. They 
sailed close to shore as they journeyed south and finally 
made land on the Isle of Man, well after dark that same 
night, as intended. Anyone who may have spotted them 
sailing during the daylight hours would never know if they 
made port in Ireland, the Isle of Man or another of many 
other locations. 

A week later. Captain Scott and his abominations arrived 
in Appin, paying particular attention to Ardsheal's house. 
Finding nothing, Scott left, but not for long. 

He returned month after month, hoping to catch the 
residents of Appin unawares. The constant harassment by 



Scott meant Alexander and his family were never able to 
recall Isla and Young Alex, nor were they willing to leave 
their small farm to be ravaged by Scott's men. 

One day, in December of 1746, Alexander's wife and 
daughters were in the forest minding their few remaining 
sheep and cows when the soldiers arrived, again. Alexander 
wasn't so lucky. 

The soldiers found him in his barn sorting oat seeds for 
planting. 

His wife found him hanging by his feet, upside down from 
the rafters of the barn. 

King George's men burned everything in Appin, save for 
Alexander's barn. Having heard rumors, he had met with 
Lochiel and Ardsheal just before their disappearance, 
Cumberland ordered Alexander tortured for information. 

His tormented corpse had been left hanging in the only 
standing building, to assure anyone who came through 
would have no choice but to bear witness to George's scorn 
for anyone of Clan Stewart. 

Realizing what a painful story that must have been to 
tell, I was unsure what to say. How do you pick up a 
conversation after a man has just toid you the story of his 
death? \ wondered. 

"I believe it would not be rude of me to ask your name 
now that we are on such intimate terms", said Alexander 
breaking the silence from his place on my knee. 

"Oh, sorry, of course. I'm Laura", I said and an idea 
popped into my head. "Would you like to see images of your 
descendants?" 

"Is that possible?" 

"Yes, absolutely! We have machines that take miniature 
paintings of a sort. They capture images of subjects and 
allow them to be printed on paper. Here, hang on. I'm going 
to move into another room, but I have to be quiet because 
my husband is sleeping." 



I put the necklace over my head and set it around my 
neck with the Spirit Stone facing out, went to my purse 
where I kept a small photo album, and snuck back into the 
bathroom. 

I showed him photos of my mother, her mother, her 
grandfather and her great-grandmother. "This is as far back 
as I can go with photographs. This is Anna Black; she was 
your 4th great-granddaughter, I mentioned her earlier, she's 
the one who sewed your riddle into the bottom of the purse I 
inherited from her granddaughter." 

"It would seem Isla did well. Tell me, where are you now? 
If you found what I buried, you must be in Scotland." 

"Yes, I'm in Oban. My husband and I bought a small pub 
here earlier this year. We plan to stay here indefinitely." 

"Ah, that is good Lass, that is good. Now, what will you 
do with Charlie's Gold?" 

"Well, I've been giving that some thought today. 
Obviously, it's meant for the descendants of those who 
suffered from Charlie's complete incompetence, but how to 
find them? They have migrated across the face of the planet 
and there are nearly seven billion people on the planet. 
Plus, I don't know yet how I'm going to put the gold into 
circulation without someone discovering that it's over three 
hundred years old. But I do have an idea I've been mulling 
over. There is a jeweler I know who happens to also be a 
Stewart. I have been wondering if I tell him the story, would 
he melt down the coins for me into generic bars that I could 
then sell to a broker claiming I'd inherited them or some 
such nonsense. The gems would be easy enough for him to 
sell as well. I just don't know if I can trust him based simply 
on his last name and some work he's done for me. I 
certainly can't melt it down myself, and trying to sell the 
coins as they are would set off alarm bells with the 
authorities." 

"Humph! It is too bad ye don't have a way of knowing 
this jeweler's mind, to learn what type of man he is." 



But / do have a way..A said to myself as I pictured the 
whirled green stone on the Hexensteine bracelet sitting in 
my dresser drawer. 



Chapter XII 


The Family Tree 
Oban, Scotland 

The next afternoon, after the lunch shift, I stood in front 
of my dresser staring at the bracelet. Come on Laura, just 
put it on and give it a go. But what if I hear something I'd 
really rather not know? Oh, screw it! 

I wrapped the bracelet around my left wrist, locked the 
clasp with a click and went downstairs to try my luck. 

Jesse was sitting at a small table by the window with his 
iPad and a bottle of water. 

As good a test subject as any, I reasoned as I walked 
over, pulled out the chair across from him, and sat down. 

"What 'cha doin?" I asked while touching the greenstone 
with my right middle finger as my hands rested in my lap. 

I heard the words coming from his lips as he answered, 
"Reading an article", but I also heard his thoughts churning 
over the story he'd been reading. What the hell is with these 
stock analysts? Do they Just all meet up and decide to pick 
on a company for fun? 

"I had an idea about the stuff we have in the garage and 
wanted to run it by you, got a sec?" 

"Sure", he said setting down the iPad. 

"I'm going to use this", I said as I put my braceleted wrist 
on the table and tapped the malachite stone set in the white 
gold mesh cuff. 

"Is that the stone, the one that lets you read thoughts?" 

"Yeah, that's it. I just tried it on you and got a mindful of 
anger at analysts", I said with a smile. 

"What's your plan?" he asked warily. 

"Well, okay", I said as I surreptitiously lowered my hands 
back to my lap and touched the Thought Stone. "I want to 
talk to Alasdair, the jeweler who made the bracelet for me, 
and use the Thought Stone to see if I can trust him. If I can I 



want to ask him if he will melt down the coins into 
something I can sell thorough a broker if he can't sell it for 
me. I'll ask him if he can move the stones too. I'd like to 
keep the money off the radar. If I go through a broker there 
would be a record. It's possible Alasdair could sell the lot 
under the table, for a cut. I'd probably take a hit on the 
value, but the same would be true if I used a broker." 

I stopped talking and waited for him to speak out loud, 
curious what he'd actually say now that I knew exactly what 
he was thinking. 

She's crazy! She's going to get caught! But we're in so 
deep aiready, it's not iike we can just turn the stuff over to 
anyone without too many questions. What's she going to do 
with three miiiion doiiars tucked under her mattress? But 
she's right, can't exactiy go to a bank....''\ think you should 
give it a try. See what he says, err, thinks, I guess. There 
aren't many other options available at this point. I think I 
would feel better if it wasn't converted to paper money..or 
at least not much of it. Gold and stones don't burn, and 
they're basically untraceable. You may be better off having 
him just convert the coins to thin strips and small bars worth 
roughly a hundred bucks to a thousand bucks apiece to be 
used however you decide. If you're going to play Robin 
Hood it might be better to go old school and avoid traceable 
funds." 

Relived that he thought and spoke virtually the same 
things I decided to forgive him calling me "crazy" - I can cop 
to that. 

"You're right, keeping metals and stones is safer than 
cash, providing I can find a place to stash it all. Maybe I'll 
have to buy a safe for the pub, easy to explain away since 
we're such a cash business. I feel a bit like a Ferengi 
discussing my slips and strips and bars", I said with a grin. 

"Does the stone work?" Jesse asked noticing my hands in 
my lap and realizing what I'd done. 

"Yeah, it works", I replied looking him dead in the eye. 
"Luckily one of my best features is my crazy....", I continued. 



daring him to argue. 


Anxious to get moving on the gold conversion I called up 
Alasdair immediately and asked him if he had time to meet 
me at the pub one day soon to discuss a new project. He 
said he didn't have any plans for dinner that evening and 
would stop by around seven or eight o'clock. 

I walked out from the kitchen with a tray of freshly 
prepared meals and spied Alasdair's handsome face framed 
by his wavy brown hair and accented by a pair of 
rectangular glasses and the stubbly hint of an auburn beard. 
He was sitting at a table by the seasonally dormant fireplace 
talking easily to a woman I immediately recognized as 
Clementine from the mass of Titian waves flowing down her 
back. He saw me and nodded a smile in my direction 
causing Clem to turn and wave at me. In a flash of insight, I 
was overwhelmed by their happiness, their thoughts flooded 
my mind...So they're dating, are they, I thought to myself 
wondering how I knew that and realizing as I sat down the 
tray of food on a stand to deliver the plates, that it was 
because the Thought Stone, nestled in the bracelet on my 
wrist, had been in contact with my arm as I carried the tray 
over my head. I'd worn the thing in anticipation of meeting 
with Alasdair and really hadn't thought through the 
possibility of overhearing my customers' thoughts, Oops\ 

I headed over to their table making a conscious effort to 
keep the stone from touching my skin, grabbed an empty 
chair from beside the fireplace and sat down with them, just 
in time to see their previously linked hands slide into their 
respective laps. 

"Clem! You're back! It's great to see you! How was 
France?" I asked trying to ignore what I knew since they 
seemed to be hiding it. 

"Lovely, but I'm rather glad to be home", she said smiling 
at Alasdair. 



"So, Laura, you have another project for me?" asked 
Alasdair trying to tear his eyes off Clementine. 

"It can wait", I said getting up to leave, not wanting to 
interrupt their reunion and whatever else was going on that 
they were trying to keep on the hush-hush. 

"No, wait, don't go", said Clem. "I've got to get to the 
patisserie and make sure the girls haven't burned it down 
while I've been away. I'd just seen AM sitting here as I was 
walking by and stopped in to say hello." 

I cocked an eyebrow at her as if to say, hmm mmm, yeah 
sure. 

She caught my meaning and winked one of her emerald 
green eyes, alarmingly similar to my own, at me. 
Translation: I'd be getting the whole story, soon! 

I just smiled and took her seat across from Ali as she 
practically skipped down the street towards the ally that 
would take her to her shop. 

"So, what secret trove of stones have you found that you 
want me to fashion into some unique piece? Maybe an arm- 
cuff this time? Or earrings?" 

"Well, before we get into that, I have hypothetical 
situation for you. You game?" 

"Sure", he said dubiously. 

In my lap, I placed my right hand over the top of my left 
wrist so that the malachite Thought Stone was sandwiched 
between the top of my wrist and the palm of my hand. 

Jumping right in, I said, "Have you heard of the Jacobite 
Gold?" 

"Yes, of course." What is she on about? He thought to 
himself. 

"Hypothetically, if someone found it, what would you 
propose to do with it?" 

"Give it to the authorities, I suppose. There would 
probably be a finders' fee for the discoverer, but the find 
itself would be property of the government, and I'm sure 
archaeologists would want a go at the site - they do love 
their rusted bits of swords." I'd keep it and melt it into 



untraceable ingots, damnned if the Brits are going to get 
their greedy fists on it! 

I smiled at his thought, which I'm sure confused him 
greatly, but then I pulled out a single coin from the small 
coin pocket in my jeans and slid it to him across the table 
and saw his eyes widen ever so slightly at the unmistakable 
Louis aux iunettes, Louis with glasses, the nickname of the 
coin engraved during the reign of Louis XV, portraying a 
crown above the Coats of Arms of France and Navarre that 
looked like a bespectacled face. 

Weii, he knows what it is, I thought to myself and put my 
hand back on the Thought Stone. 

She has the Jacobite Treasure? How is this possibie? Who 
is she? is this a trap or a trick? What did I say when she 
asked me about what Td do if i found it? Oh yes, that's right, 
caii the authorities! Confusion swirled in his mind and I 
found myself feeling slightly nauseous so I took my hand off 
the bracelet and swiveled the green stone off my skin to 
clear my head. 

"Alasdair, really, it's okay", I said reaching towards the 
coin to put it back in my pocket. 

He looked up at me confused. 

"It's just a single coin I found and realized the date of 
from the design. That and its location here in Scotland, led 
me to believe it could be part of the Jacobite Gold I'd read 
about here and there" I half lied and put my hand back on 
the Thought Stone. 

That's a shame. That goid wouid have gone a iong way 
towards fixing a few things, he thought to himself, sprinkled 
with the echoes of memories of family stories I couldn't quite 
pull from his mind. "Well, it would be interesting to know 
where you found it so someone could dig there and 
determine if the rest of Charlie's Treasure is there." 

"Well, it was just an accidental find, but suppose I told 
you where it was...What would you do?" God, I feei horribie 
lying to him iike this! 



"Well, in order not to involve you since it seems you don't 
want to bring attention to the matter by going to the 
authorities yourself, I mean why else did you come to me 
first. I'd say I would have to "accidently" stumble on it 
myself then call in the proper folks to finish the excavation." 
Like hell I would, I'd dig It out, take it home and melt it all 
down into something that could be used by the people who 
were damaged by Its intended! But I'd have to lie to Laura 
about finding it. And keep It secret from Clem. And with 
that thought his brain overloaded again. 

I hadn't intended for this to cause Alasdair emotional 
distress and it was obvious he and I were of a like mind so I 
said, in a whisper across the table, "Alasdair, look, cards on 
the table here, I have it, or at least some of it." 

"You have it? What do you mean you have it?" She 
found it? 

"I mean I found three barrels of it, or at least what three 
barrels used to contain, the barrels rotted away; and now I 
need to convert it into something untraceable, and I was 
hoping you'd help." 

Is she insane? How does she know I won't turn her in? 

"Look, I know you could turn me in, but with your 
surname and my own links to the Stewarts, I thought maybe 
you'd be amenable to helping me if I brought you in on how 
I want to spend it." 

"What do you mean, 'how you want to spend it'?" 

Telling him about the Spirit Stone and Alexander was out 
of the question this early in the game, but I kept it as close 
to the truth as I could, "I believe this money was secreted 
away to provide for the people of Scotland who suffered 
after Culloden; those abandoned by Charlie and left to face 
Cumberland's wrath alone..." 

She knows her History; I'll give her that. 

"...they deserve a portion, somehow. I haven't quite 
worked out the details yet. The descendants of the original 
families are scattered all over the world by now, we may 



never be able to give them money directly, but maybe we 
can make some things right with the money?" 

She's American by birth, but by God, Scottish in Spirit, his 
thoughts chuckled, bringing a sly grin to his face. 

I grinned back knowing I'd found an ally. 

Jesse joined us just then. The pub was nearly empty save 
for a few stragglers nursing their pints at the bar. I 
introduced him to Alasdair and by way of putting everyone 
on the same page said with a wink, "I think Alasdair is 
interested in my proposal." 

Jesse let out a breath as if he'd been holding it for quite a 
while, "Whew, what a relief. I leave day after tomorrow to 
return to California. I'm glad to know Laura won't be on her 
own with this. I've been thinking all day that I'd extend my 
vacation and take a leave of absence from work to stick 
around." 

"No worries, between Clem and Alasdair, and even Cassie, 
we'll get the project finished before you get back here at 
Christmas," I said. 

"I'll be a lot happier when I'm living here permanently!" 

"Well, it'll be just a few more months", I said to Jesse, then 
explained to Alasdair, "Jesse's going back to wrap up all the 
loose ends in California and finish out the year with his 
company before moving here for good in December." 

"Ah, well, we'll keep an eye on your girl until you get 
back. Seems to me she can get into trouble quite easily." 

"You have no idea", said Jesse. 

"Whatever you two. I'm starving. Alasdair, you never did 
get dinner, did you?" I asked as I got up to head into the 
kitchen. 

"No, I got a little distracted", he responded with a friendly 
scowl. 

"Jesse, you want something?" 

"Yeah, I could eat." 

I left the boys to chat while I rounded up three plates of 
lasagna, some salad and some bread. I found myself 
relieved to know Alasdair was on board and felt my 



shoulders relax a bit. I'd have to tell Clem since it was 
pretty obvious she and Alasdair were an item. No biggie. 
I'm sure I can trust her, but I'll use the Thought Stone just In 
case, I thought to myself as I carried the tray of food from 
the kitchen. 

While we ate and long afterwards, we became so 
absorbed in discussing the plans for our "project" that we 
lost track of time. All three of us were startled when Clem 
knocked on the window next to our table and lifted her 
hands, palms up, as if to say, "What the hell?" 

"Oh shite! What time is it?" said Alasdair looking at his 
watch. 

He got up abruptly, nearly turning over the table just as 
Clem walked up. 

"Sorry Clem", I said, "It's all my fault. I've been talking to 
Alasdair about a project, then I fed him pasta and made him 
totally forget the time." 

"Your evil lasagna strikes again?" she asked, eyeing the 
table. 

"Something like that", I said as I got up to start bussing 
the table. I looked around and realized the place was nearly 
empty. 

Jesse rose with me and started bussing the tables around 
us. We met up in the kitchen to compare notes by the dish 
sink. 

"So, you checked out Alasdair with your stone there?" 

"Yeah, he seems onboard. He's nervous about the 
government finding out, but since all he has to do is convert 
coins to bars, I think he's going to be okay. I'll not tell him 
where I found it or any other information that could put him 
in even deeper. Clem, on the other hand, I suspect I'm going 
to have to tell her everything, she's a Curious George like 
me." 

"You're going to tell Clementine? Why?" 

"Well, one, they're dating. I can't ask Alasdair to keep it 
from her. And two. I'm going to need another partner in 
crime to help schlep those shiny bits back and forth, it may 



as well be her. I'll test her out with the Thought Stone, but 
I'm sure I can trust her." 

"They're dating? How do I miss these things?" 

"Yeah, well, I missed it too. Although, I guess with her 
being gone for the last few weeks it's not all that much of a 
surprise", I said as I walked back into the dining room. 

Clem and Alasdair were still sitting at their table so I 
walked over, listening with the Thought Stone just to double 
check I could trust Alasdair. 

They were NOT talking or thinking about the Jacobite 
Gold. What I picked up from them made me wish for a 
memory-erasing device! Mind Bleach! 

"Hey guys. Jesse and I are gonna be in the back cleaning 
up for the night. Do you need anything else?" 

"No. Thanks." said Clem. "We were Just talking about a 
nice walk." 

The hell you were, I thought to myself with a grin. 

"Okay, well stop in tomorrow and we'll get all caught up." 

I said to Clem "I'll tell you all about my new project with 
Alasdair." I continued looking now at Alasdair to let him 
know after tomorrow he wouldn't have to keep this a secret 
from Clementine. 

"Sounds good. I'll come over with a new batch of deserts 
after lunch", said Clem getting up from her chair and 
walking towards the door. 

"Laura, it's been a pleasure. I'll have to gather some 
supplies for your project, but I should be able to get going 
by Monday", said Alasdair opening the door for Clem. 

"Excellent! Enjoy your wa//r", I said looking straight at 
Clem as she walked out the door, reminding her she still 
owed me the Alasdair story. 

At 2 p.m. the next day, true to her word, Clementine 
showed up with boxes of deserts to restock my walk-in. We 
drank tea out on the back patio and caught up while Jesse 
did the washing up from lunch. 



She told me all about Alasdair and how after I'd had him 
come in to set the stones in my bracelet they'd got to 
talking and things had just "happened". She told me about 
her trip to France and how great it was to visit with her 
father. 

And I told her about Jesse and me finding the Jacobite 
Gold...The whole story, well minus the bits about talking to 
ghosts... 

"Dude, shut your mouth, you'll catch flies", I said 
chuckling. 

Popping a hand over her mouth, Clementine's eyes got 
huge. "So, you've got it all here?" 

"Yes", I said placing my right hand on my left wrist 
thinking this the best time to test her intentions. 

She is an egg short of a dozen! What is she going to do 
with all that gold? Is she safe here with all that? What is she 
going to do with it all? ALASDAIR! 

"So that's what you and AM are cooking up! He's going to 
help you dispose of the, the...old cabbage", she said looking 
around to see who might be within earshot and trying to 
blurt out the word gold. 

"Well, kinda. He's going to transform it into something 
useable - small ingots mostly I think", I responded relieved 
that her first thoughts weren't to murder me and steal it all. 

"What will you do with it then?" 

"Well, that's the big question. You know the story of the 
gold, right?" 

"Yeah, kind of. Mum was a Cameron. When her grandda 
would get nostalgic on Hogmanay, after the pipes and bit o' 
the flask. I'd hear him mumbling about 'damning Charlie's 
eyes' and 'auld Macpherson ye wretched thief. I asked Mum 
about it and she said it had to do with Culloden, The '45, 
and the Jacobite gold that was supposed to win the war. I 
never paid much attention after that." 

"Did your mom grow up right in this area? I bet her 
family and mine, not to mention Alasdair's crossed 



paths...We're probably distant cousins, all three of us", I said 
with an evil grin. 

"Ewww! Don't say that!" she squealed throwing a piece 
of tart crust at me. "I am NOT dating my cousin!" 

"It's okay, Jesse has Campbell blood in him, as do I. We're 
probably cousins of some sort and Lexie came out with only 
ten fingers and toes." 

"You're a Campbell AND a Stewart? Good Lord, Laura! 
You're a walking, talking, civil war abomination", said Clem 
jokingly referring to the fact the Campbells were on the 
others\6e during The '45. 

"About the gold though. I'm open to suggestion. By my 
calculations we're talking about nearly eleven million 
dollars, or basically seven million pounds. I can't exactly 
invest it or use it to open a school or even donate it without 
opening myself up to a lot of questions, but I want to use it 
for the community, the Scots for whom it was meant." 

"That's going to be tough to do since they've all moved 
around, married and had kids. It's been what, ten 
generations, since Culloden?" 

"Yeah, I know, it's like I'd have to do something to help 
entire continents just to reach the people deserving of the 
money. Like I said, you get any ideas, bring 'em on." 

"I'll think about it. So, who else knows about this?" 

"Just you, Alasdair and Jesse. I haven't even told Lexie 
yet, not exactly a conversation I want to have over the 
phone." 

"Makes sense. So now what?" 

"Well, Alasdair said he needs some time to get whatever 
equipment he needs to melt it all down. I need to get it all 
over to him and I probably should buy a safe to store it all in. 
I figure Alasdair can take his expenses straight from the 
hoard, there's a few dozen handfuls of loose gems and some 
jewelry pieces, any of which I'm sure he could turn a nice 
profit on without raising suspicion; I'll let him decide what 
works best for him. I can have a safe ordered and delivered 



here without raising an eyebrow since as a pub I deal with so 
much cash - it'll seem like a normal activity." 

Just then Jesse came out to ask some questions about the 
dinner prep so Clementine used it as an excuse to make her 
exit. I touched the Thought Stone one last time to get a 
read on her, but didn't detect anything other than her 
excitement at seeing Alasdair in a couple hours. 

"Wear your hair down and that sherbet green dress", I 
called after her as she walked through the side gate from the 
patio to the street. 

She turned; looking surprised at first, then realizing I 
must have figured out she had a date with Alasdair, grinned 
and strode away towards her flat above the patisserie. 

"So, is Clementine in on the secret now?" asked Jesse. 

"Yup, she's all up to speed and doesn't seem to want to 
murder me in my sleep to get her hands on it. Although, she 
does share your suggestion that I'm mental." 

"I'll take mental over boring any day", said Jesse sliding 
an arm around my waist as we walked across the patio 
towards the back door into the kitchen. 

Jesse left the next day, and by Tuesday, Alasdair was 
ready for the first batch of coins. 

We'd decided to divide it up until I could get my safe 
delivered, all 495 pounds of it! I kept one third in my garage, 
Clem took a third back to her shop and slid it into her 
ancient safe under the cover of darkness one night, and I 
was, at the moment, in the process of delivering a third to 
Alasdair who could lock it in his safe as he worked through 
it, melting it down and converting it into ingots of various 
weights suitable for use as reasonable currency someday. 

St:*** 


The remainder of summer, and all of fall, flew by in a 
blur of greens and pastels and golds and reds. 



The flowers had withdrawn into their blubs beneath the 
soil, the gold coins were transmutated into shiny miniature 
bricks and secreted behind a false back in my new safe, and 
nightly fires had begun to warm the hearth of The Tree. 
Soon it would be time for Jesse to join me for good. Lexie 
would come to Scotland for Christmas and be gone by New 
Years - off to her job posting in Germany. 

Late Thanksgiving night, after a particularly busy dinner 
service - seems a traditional Thanksgiving dinner is popular 
regardless of nationality -1 sat in one of the enormous brown 
leather upholstered wingbacks I'd found at an estate sale, 
situated near the fireplace in the dining room, staring at the 
Hexensteine in my bracelet. What DO these other stones 
do? Ugh! I'll probably never know. This is so maddening! 

Cassie broke me from my frustration when she called 
from the stairs to say she was heading up to bed. 

"Thanks for everything tonight, Cassie." 

"No problem. I take it we're doing turkey sammies for 
lunch tomorrow?", she said with a grin, alluding to the walk- 
in full of leftovers we were sitting on. 

"Oh yeah. Open faced. Big ol' piece of fresh bread with a 
slice of turkey, scoop of stuffing, scoop of mashed potato, a 
sprinkle of peas, a bit of cranberry sauce, swimming in 
gravy...we'll go through those leftovers in no time." 

"Sounds so good I may just go make one right now!", 
Cassie said as she jokingly turned around on the stairs to 
head back to the kitchen. 

"You make it, you clean it." 

"Ah, never mind then. I'll wait till tomorrow." 

"Mmm hmm, that's what I thought." I laughed knowing 
how exhausted she was. "See you in the morning." 

Truth was I was pretty exhausted myself having been up 
since before the sun to start the turkeys roasting. I scooted 
to the edge of the chair and dropped my feet to the floor - 
being only 5'6" means my feet rarely touch the floor while 
sitting in an adult sized chair. As I stood up, the dogs 



opened their eyes halfway from their beds by the fireplace 
to see if it was time to head upstairs. 

"Come on you two. Time to pack it in." 

They hauled themselves off the circular pillow, did a 
"doggie down" and a "doggie up" stretch and started 
wagging their tails in anticipation of snuggling into their 
upstairs bed. 

Showered, brushed and pajama-ed, I climbed into my 
own bed and dreamt of the red-haired woman...again. 



Chapter XIII 


When I awoke in the morning I knew two things - one it 
was going to be a busy day at lunch since everyone knew 
we were having Thanksgiving sammies, and two, I knew 
where to find the red-haired woman and was going there 
over Christmas - alone. 

She was real. She'd told me so last night. She told me 
the pieces of The Orb had awakened her and I needed to use 
them to free her. 

"What Orb? What pieces?" 

"The stones you wear on your arm. The charm around 
your neck. They are pieces of what created me." 


"Yeah, yeah, whatever. Look, I'm going and that's it." I 
said to Jesse over the phone. "You and Lexie and Cassie can 
run this place over Christmas for a few days. It'll be dead 
slow with everyone spending time with family. Hell, you'll 
just have a few regulars who know the place better than I 
do. They can practically serve themselves. I've got a couple 
local bands set to play to jolly up the place for those folks 
who think of The Tree as their family. All you guys need to 
do is keep the food and booze stocked, which Cassie knows 
all about. Clem is going to be here too since she's spending 
the holidays with Alasdair - you can always give them a ring 
if you get in the weeds over something." 

"But what if this woman from your dreams - I can't 
believe that just came out of my mouth - is dangerous? 
What if she's just using you? What if she's meant to be 
trapped?", sputtered Jesse. 

"I can't explain it. The stones have connected us. When I 
touch the Thought Stone I know her mind. She's not evil. 
She's lonely", I replied calmly. 



"I still think I should go with you." 

"And I'm telling you I need to do this alone and I need 
you to run The Tree." 

"Oh, fer fuck's sake, you're a stubborn woman!" 

"I can't help you with that, you knew that when you 
married me, as a matter of fact I think it's secretly one of the 
reasons you did marry me...pliable women are boring", I said 
with a grin I was sure he could hear over the phone. 

"But flexible women are hot..." 

"Oh, I'm flexible, but not on this." 

"That's not what I meant." 

"Yeah, I know." 

Jesse and Lexie arrived on the same day, two days before 
Christmas. Jesse for good, and Lexie for the holiday. We had 
our own little early Christmas celebration and I left on 
Christmas Eve. 

After take-off, as we began to cross the Atlantic, I settled 
against the sweater I'd jammed between my airplane seat 
and the window, and snuggled in for my trip from London to 
Miami. I closed my eyes to shut out the visual stimulation of 
so many people crammed into a flying soup can, only to 
have my mind fill with a stream of consciousness... 

On June 16, 1909, Florence Idel Myers, the daughter of a 
descendant of the Laubenheim Funf and an Irish ship- 
worker, married Archibald Burkardt, the son of German and 
Scottish immigrants. Their son married Betty Anne Hullar, 
the daughter of Joe Hullar and Rose Jane Norton, both first 
generation Americans of French and Irish descent, in 
Brooklyn in 1946...Twenty-five years later, I was born. 

Marriages like this, of everyday people, happened all over 
America, resulting in offspring who would be cousins...some 
more distant than others but still bound by history... 
Sometimes you find your past and it becomes your future. 

We are cousins, perched on different branches of the 
same family tree watching the freedoms and rights bought 



for us by our ancestors' sacrifices, erode away. 

We are the descendants of commoners; commoners born 
with the sense and fortitude demanded by life in order to 
persevere against the twisting winds of adversity. 

The females down our tree always seem to outlive their 
husbands. These women were survivors. They were lower 
and middle-class widows primarily of farmers, but with a 
sprinkling of lumber salesmen, ship builders, brewers, and 
eventually clerks, salesmen and grocers; forced to earn a 
living and raise young children on their own; in a time when 
women were advertised as the weaker sex, whose only 
talents were thought to be the ability to procreate, clean, 
and cook. 

These were hard times, impossible times, and yet we are 
here because of, and in spite of, our ancestors. 

We are the last of lineages that survived famine, 
discrimination, disease, war and Atlantic crossings, only to 
endure more of the same on the shores of their new 
homeland. 

Science will probably never find a resilience gene, but it 
exists, distilled and concentrated in strength in each 
subsequent generation. 

Occasionally, the paths of these lasting survivors cross 
and have children. 

We are the descendants of the survivors. The 
descendants of the common people, of We the People, who 
worked hard, sacrificed on the field of battle, and in the 
home, to provide just a little bit more for the next 
generation. 

And on that note, I hit play on my iPod and my brain was 
dancing to Macklemore...A/o one's ceiling can hold us! 


Christmas Eve, 2014 
Gilchrist Co., Florida 



I imagined the jet lag would catch up with me eventually, 
but for now I was running on adrenaline and enjoying the 
five hours I'd earned by flying west. I'd known it would be 
nearly midnight by the time I'd be able to get to The Village 
from Miami International, so I'd booked a hotel in Gainesville 
since I didn't relish the idea of driving those old dirt roads 
that led back to the Suwannee, in the dark. I sat on the 
balcony of my room, swirling whisky in a cut-glass tumbler. 
Thank Dog for room service'. 

When most people think of Florida they think of Miami - 
Art Deco, cosmopolitan. Madonna, Versace...But this is my 
Florida, where save for an arbitrary line, it could have been 
Alabama or Georgia. It was The South! Gainesville not so 
much, but where I'd be heading tomorrow, oh yeah. 

The single malt glided down my throat. The heat built 
and bloomed in my stomach. The Red-Haired Lady, my 
reason for being here at the moment, was far from my mind 
as I recalled my last memories of Gainesville and The 
Village... 

Hippies! That was the only word that came readily to 
mind when I remembered Gainesville in the late '70s/early 
'80s. We'd drive our ancient Ford Econoline van we'd 
named Jenkins, from the faded name of the plumber who'd 
owned it before us, into Gainesville to shop at the co-op. Ah, 
the co-op, I could still recall the layers of smells that 
enveloped you when you walked in - Indian spices, earth 
covered vegetables, heady grains sitting in barrels; filled the 
air, underpinned by a sprinkle of pot smoke and B.O. I 
recalled my very first commission check from the woven 
potholders and radishes I'd consigned there. Someone had 
given me a bag of rag loops and a potholder loom for a gift 
and out of boredom I'd made a million potholders. Dad 
suggested I try to sell them at the co-op. He'd also given me 
a little space next to the potato mounds to plant whatever I 
wanted - for some reason I chose radishes. I don't know 
why, I can't stand the things and neither could my brothers 
or sister. Maybe it was because we already grew carrots and 



potatoes and tomatoes, so I felt radishes deserved a chance? 
Regardless, we had a ton of them and no one to eat them, so 
along they went to the co-op with my potholders. It all sold! 

I got a check for about five bucks, big news in the world of a 
nine-year-old. 

I suddenly flashed on a name - The Catfish Alliance...VJhy 
after all these decades did I remember that! I could see in 
my memory the image of a huge open room with long tables 
filled with people - was it a church? We'd eaten spaghetti, 
huge mounds of spaghetti on paper plates. Dad had put 
some money in a big box on a table at the entrance and 
we'd gotten into the food line. I recalled someone, or many 
someones, talking to us from a stage at the front of the 
room. Couldn't recall what the topic of the speech was, I 
suppose I remembered the event because we never ate 
spaghetti while living with Dad so this evening had really 
cemented itself in my brain over something as mundane as 
pasta! What the hell is The Catfish Aiiiance? I wondered 
silently as I put down my glass and reached for my phone...A 
quick search gave me two options - a band formed a few 
years ago or an anti-nuke group... “Well, that sounds about 
right," I said to myself setting down the phone. 

The sound of rain outside my balcony took me back to 
The Village. To this day, the sound of wind-driven being 
blown through trees, pinging off corrugated metal, and 
slapping tent sides elicits a panic reaction - too many years 
living with leaky roofs and tents leading to soaked bedding 
and clothes, and getting yelled at for leaving tools or 
laundry out to get rained on had left its mark on me. I ran 
through my mental checklist as I always do when the rain 
comes - Tm fine, I'm safe, I haven't left anything out to get 
ruined. My brain clicked over to enjoying the sound of the 
rain as it always does after I assure it that all is well. I let the 
soothing sounds of wind and rain rustling in the palm fronds 
carry me back to The Garden. 

The Garden of Orphalese, taken from Kahlil Gibran's 
book. The Prophet, was burned both into my memory and a 



huge cypress plank that hung over the entrance to Dad's 
commune. / wonder what ever happened to that sign, it 
certainiy didn't make it to Hawaii when we moved there, I 
thought to myself. The Garden. One hundred acres, 
bordered to the west by the Suwannee River and swamps 
and farms on the other three sides. Dotted with random 
buildings built by my father and an old trash dump that 
became a playground for my brother, step-brother, and me 
as we dug up old bottles and pieces of pottery from the first 
half of the 20th Century. The Garden was where I'd been 
shaped by abandonment, neglect, and abuse. It was where I 
learned about tools, swimming, canoeing, and growing food. 
It was where I learned that some people are awful parents 
and it's not your fault and that just because someone 
created you, it doesn't mean you owe them a damn thing. It 
was where I'd learned to be self-sufficient and that anger can 
burn you up or keep you safe. Yeah, this was a great idea, 
Laura! I thought to myself as the memories of my childhood 
bubbled to the surface. 

Sick of memory lane, I left the rest of my drink on the 
small table, picked up my phone, brushed my teeth, and 
climbed into the stiff hotel sheets. 

I woke the next morning ready to face my demons - and 
maybe meet a new one. 

I climbed in my rented SUV and plugged in my iPod. The 
Garden was completely undeveloped land, prone to flooding 
from the Suwannee, and undoubtedly even more overgrown 
with palmetto plants than it was when we lived there - I was 
going to need 4-wheel drive. My Luka playlist launched and 
Macklemore's And We Danced saturated the interior of the 
rental car. No GPS program in the world was going to find 
The Garden for me, so I set my phone up to guide me to 
Otter Springs, the closest landmark I could find from which I 
knew I could find my way to where our house. The Pyramid, 
had stood on its ten-foot-high, pressure treated 4X4 pine 
stilts. 



I couldn't believe I found The Garden so easily. The white 
sand road, under a canopy of trees, was narrower than I 
remembered, the blackberry vines along the side had long 
ago taken over, but it was still navigable. I passed by what 
used to be Farmer Jones's land and remembered the fire he'd 
set to clear one of his fields that had nearly burned our old 
trailer down - I could still smell the acrid smoke of the 
blackened green paint. I passed between the two old fence 
posts that used to support a metal gate that even when we 
lived here hung lopsided and dug into the sandy soil each 
time it was closed - no surprise it was long gone. 

The property looked nothing like it had when we left it in 
the fall of 1981. Dad had sold the land in two parcels - one 
to someone who set up a trailer park on the highlands and 
one to someone who moved into our pyramid in the 
lowlands. The pyramid was later struck by lightning and 
burned to the ground, or so my father told us. 

Now, as I drove by what had been our garden beds, a 
small telephone shack Dad had built when Step-Mother 
became pregnant so we could call the midwife, the old 
greenhouse, and the washing area - an open area which had 
sported a spider's web of clothes lines and a 1950's era, 
porcelain coated, double barreled washer - complete with a 
wringer arm housing two cracked rubber rollers; all I saw 
were rotting trailer homes reclaimed by nature encroaching 
from the north, where Dad's workshop once stood. 

The rutted dirt road west to the river was now nothing 
more than an overgrown footpath. I considered, for about 
five seconds, plowing the rental into the woods to get to my 
destination, but really didn't want to get stuck, or worse, 
crash. I parked the SUV in a small clearing where the wash 
area had been, grabbed my little backpack, and set off on 
foot for the mile walk to the pyramid. 

The Log! It's still here! I thought to myself as I spied its 
tangled mass of roots peaking from its spot on the shore of 
the river. I detoured from my mission again, drawn by the 
fallen tree, now smooth and silver with age, which had been 



our designated sitting spot on the shore of the river all those 
decades ago. I hung my backpack on one of the roots, 
pulled off my shoes and socks, setting them on the log and 
waded into the river. She was icy cold, but the memories 
kept me warm. She was the source of all the fun I'd ever had 
in this horrid little commune my father had built. I'd swam. 
I'd splashed, and I'd cooled watermelons by floating them in 
her chilly waters. I'd sat in the sandy shallows, silently 
watching dragonflies dance in the air over her surface, 
waiting for doodlebugs to drift over so I could startle them 
into scampering off over the surface tension of her waters. 
I'd floated over to half submerged tree branches to examine 
baby turtles and 'gators sunning themselves. I'd canoed 
downriver to Otter Springs where I'd smelled hot dogs 
grilling on campers' BBQs and gone swimming in the spring 
fed pool - terrified and fascinated by the fact I could see 
through the clean, clear water straight down to what I felt 
must be the center of the Earth... Once, Dad and I spied an 
old shipwrecked paddlewheel boat on the western bank and 
pulled in to explore it - well, I was exploring it. Dad was 
"salvaging", but it was one of those adventures you replay 
over and over as you try to find the specks of light in the 
darkness of life. 

Time to go Laura! some voice said inside my head. 
Maybe it was that part of my brain where the bad things 
were stored away - the part that did not want to be 
awakened by sitting here surrounded by all the sights and 
smells of childhood, but regardless, it was right. I was here 
for another reason. 

I picked up my socks and shoes, slung my backpack over 
one shoulder, and walked up the bank towards the road, 
which began to bend north here at the river. My feet were 
caked with drying sand. I bent down to dust them off before 
putting my socks and shoes back on and spied my favorite 
wee plant. I think it's some sort of fern, but to me, as a 
child, it was magic. I used to scan for it while walking from 
the log to the road, reaching down to tickle its tender leaves 



and watching as it closed its mini fronds to protect itself (or 
maybe feed itself?). For old time's sake, I brushed my finger 
along one of the leaves and watched as it slowly closed, like 
the fingers of two hands coming together - Yup, magic! 

As I got started down the path that would take me from 
the main track back east towards where the pyramid had 
stood, I could feel my intestines clench. I remembered Step- 
Mother and her awfulness. I remembered the horror of lice 
treatments consisting of Vaseline and kerosene. The yelling. 
The pee bucket that fell on us when the porch broke off. The 
screaming. And the incessant smell of pot... 

At the turn in the path that should have allowed me to 
see the pyramid, there was almost nothing. As I got closer, I 
spied a few tell-tale signs of our way of life here, but they 
were only things someone actually looking for them could 
see - the charred remains of the ladder we'd had to climb to 
enter the hatch in the underside of the wooden pyramid, 
some metal chimney tube sections, and a few of the old 
brown cider bottles Dad had used in a giant spice-rack like 
invention he'd built into a portion of one of the walls for 
storing nuts, grains, dried fruit, popcorn, and Brewer's yeast. 

I took a moment to digest it and walked off towards my true 
destination. 

So help me DOG if these dreams were just my brain's 
way of drawing me here to make me face this place I'm 
gonna be PISSED! I muttered to myself silently. Which does 
beg the question, I continued in my head, as I navigated 
over palmetto roots and past poison ivy with my jeans 
tucked into my socks and my hands pulled up into my long 
jacket sleeves - no ticks or rashes coming home with me - 
how the hell is it that you lived here all those years and the 
Red-Haired Lady didn't talk to you then? Did you meet her 
here and now she's summoning you back? It can't be 
coincidence that you lived in nearly the exact spot she is 
now calling you towards - can it? 


As it turns out, it wasn't so much coincidence as fate.... 



I'd struck out in a northeasterly direction from the 
pyramid site. There was no path it was just overgrown 
woods. Dad had told me once that there was an Indian 
burial ground in this general direction and that's where I was 
heading now. I don't why, but this direction just felt right. I 
knew from my dream I was looking for a depression in the 
ground surrounded by nine trees, well eight husks and one 
live tree, not a burial mound, but maybe, somehow, one 
would help me find the other. 

I found myself thinking how thankful that I was on this 
little quest now, during winter. In spring, this entire area 
would be flooded as the melting snow from the north swelled 
the Suwannee and caused her to breach her banks - these 
floods had been why Dad had built the pyramid on 10 foot 
stilts and they had meant we used to have to canoe from the 
house to the highlands three months out of the year. In 
summer, this part of the woods would be especially hot, 
steamy, and swarming with mosquitoes and gnats. Fall here 
was lovely, but the cool winter breeze made walking this 
much quite pleasant. A breeze blew in from behind me. I 
smelled the salty air from the Gulf mix with the tang of the 
tannin blackened waters of the Suwannee, then it swirled 
and picked up the smells nearest to me - damp earth and 
decaying leaves being consumed by earthworms and pill 
bugs. Almost immediately another breeze blew in from the 
direction I was walking towards, but this one carried a 
voice...This way. 

My skin exploded in goose bumps and I could feel my 
ears rise on the side of my head as they strained to hear 
more. I turned slightly more to the north, into the breeze 
and kept walking. I realized I felt rather warm, but I wasn't 
willing to take off my jacket and expose myself to the nature 
dripping off of every object around me. The warmth seemed 
to be coming from my chest. I unzipped my jacket, grabbed 
my shirt and pulled it in and out to pump some of the cool 
air under the fabric. That's when I recognized the heat was 



emanating from the pendant I wore under my shirt - the 
pendant Alasdair had made for me from the Scrying Silver 
and Spirit Stone. I pulled it out and let it dangle outside of 
my shirt. Almost immediately my wrist began to feel warm, 
as did my right finger - the appendages where both my 
mesh bracelet and Alexander's ring could be found. 

Again, the breeze carrying /7er voice surrounded me and 
pulled me further north. 

The stones in my bracelet that touched my skin were so 
hot I thought they'd burn me. I contemplated stopping and 
securing them in my backpack, but plowed on into the 
woods at a slight jog. 

Suddenly I stepped into a large clearing. It came out of 
nowhere - one minute I was being shaded by trees and 
attacked by palm fronds, the next nothing but warm 
sunshine and low grasses. I could see the depression in the 
earth from my dream. It was most definitely a dried-up 
lakebed. I ran into the center of what must have been a ten- 
foot deep lake and turned around 360^ looking at each tree - 
it was exactly like my dream! 

I zeroed in on the sole living tree...The Red-Haired Lady 
indeed. As I approached I realized the dappled blues and 
greens of her trunk were not just a trick of sunlight and 
shadow, they were real. The ruby red leaves and delicate 
purple flowers dancing above me were just as rich in color as 
they had been in my dream. I reached out and touched the 
trunk unsure what to do next, but overwhelmed by the urge 
to touch that which we don't understand to try and analyze 
it. 

Her voice filled my head. RELEASE ME! 

I leapt back from the tree, tripped over a palmetto root, 
and fell on my ass. 

Another breeze surrounded me, this time filled with a 
tinkling laughter. 

"Oh, this is funny, is it?" I barked at the tree. 

A laughter filled breeze and a soft plea to set her free 
blew from her leafy canopy. 



"Okay, look, you're going to have to give me something 
besides demands and pleas. I've flown a zillion miles and 
traveled down memory lane to get here, but I don't know 
who or what you are. Lucy, you've got some 'splaining to 
do!" I said with as much attitude I could muster as I got up 
and brushed myself off grateful to see none of the tell-tale 
three leaf stems of poison ivy on the ground beneath were 
I'd just butt planted. 

"'Splaining? What is 'splaining?" 

"Explaining. You need to explain who or what you are. 
You need to give me a reason to release you, frankly." I said 
to the tree. 

"Release me", said the wind. 

"Yeah, yeah. Look, you're going to have to convince me 
you don't mean us any harm before I let you out of there." 
Like I have any idea how I'm going to do THAT, I thought to 
myself. 

"I mean you no harm. I'm in my tree because of my love 
for earth-skins. But I've been here so long, and now you've 
come along....", her voice drifted off on the wind as if tired. 

"Tell me again how you mean us no harm", I said as I 
placed my palm over the green stone on my wrist. 

Her voice enveloped me, she whispered in my ear and my 
mind that she meant us no ill will, and with the help of the 
Thought Stone I felt her mind, I felt her kindness - and her 
power. 

Startled by the strength I felt from her, I pulled my hand 
from my wrist. Half of my brain said to flee...the other 
argued we couldn't abandon her, and the latter won. 

"Alright, I'll help you, but how?" 

"The ring." 

"What....ring?" I asked as it dawned on me what she 
meant. 

I looked down at my right hand and recalled the power of 
the diamonds on my finger. How did she know? 

"How did you know about my ring?" I asked feeling a 
sense of panic and danger again. 



"I am of the stones and metals", said her voice in my 
mind. "I am of The Orb." 

"What Orb?" 

"The stones and the metals and the gasses." 

"I have no idea what you're talking about. Look, you've 
got to understand. I've suspended reality coming here. I 
followed a voice and an image in a dream and now I'm here, 
back where my life began, talking to a tree in the middle of 
swampy woods. If anyone heard about this they'd have me 
locked up in the loony bin!" 

"Release me and I can explain everything." 

"Okay, you know what, screw it." 

I aimed my ring about three feet from the base of her 
massive trunk and willed it to blow the bark and wood from 
the front of the tree to create an opening without collapsing 
the tree. 

As the debris cloud dissipated I made out the shadow of a 
figure inside the trunk. I debated approaching, but bolted 
forward as I saw her crumple and fall out of the hole I'd 
created. 

I caught her before she could hit her head on the cypress 
knees that spiked the area and collapsed onto the ground 
with her head in my lap. 

"Thank you", she whispered. 

"What can I get you? I have water in my bag over there, 
and some food." 

"No, no, all I need is on you already." 

"What?" I asked as I followed her gaze to my wrist where 
the Hexensteine bracelet rested. 

"You need these?” 

"I need The Orb pieces." 

"Again with this Orb stuff?" I asked as I pulled off the 
bracelet and placed in on her arm. I pulled off Alexander's 
ring and slipped it on her finger. 

"The metals too." 

"What? What metals?" I asked as I realized she was 
looking at my pendant. 



"These are part of your Orb too?" I asked as I pulled the 
necklace over my head. "Makes sense I suppose since they 
all have unexplainable powers." I continued as I put it in her 
hand. 

We sat there, her head lying in my lap, for at least an 
hour. I watched the sunlight move across the old lake, 
hypnotized by the sounds of wildlife and wind coming from 
the woods. 

My trance was interrupted by the realization that I was 
suddenly alone. My arm, which had been draped over her 
shoulder as she rested, suddenly fell onto the ground next to 
me. 

"What the Hell?" I exclaimed as I jumped up and spun 
around looking for her. 

As I whipped around I realized my pendant, on its black 
silk cord, was back around my neck. I looked down and saw 
my bracelet and ring back where they belonged too. As I 
looked up again, I saw a flash of red in the distance...! 
recognized it as her hair and took off towards where I'd seen 
it. 

When I caught up with her she was atop a small hill. 
Although it was covered in nature, it was obviously a man¬ 
made mound; it was too high to be naturally occurring in 
this area. As I climbed up to stand beside her, it occurred to 
me that this must be the burial mound Dad had told me 
about decades ago. Standing next to her, I looked down at 
what was drawing her attention. I couldn't make out much, 
it looked like the rest of area around us, but then she waved 
her hand over the area and blew away dirt, and leaves, and 
lichen with an unseen power, to expose a two-foot diameter 
circle of white stones and scallop shells. 

She turned and looked into my eyes, her vibrant purple 
irises met my own of green-blue and I saw her story. 

Aza floated over the Earth holding the Elemental Orb, 
cupped in the palms of both hands. She knew what she 
needed to do, but was torn....to destroy it meant to bring 



about a change that could not be undone, but to keep it 
whole surely meant destruction of the planet. 

Aza was of The Nine. 

A convergence of events led to the fluke of their being. 

The Nine were the perfect union of flora and fauna, a 
hybrid life form that was able to sustain itself through 
cellular respiration AND photosynthesis; a life form that 
grew from the soil and knew the inanimate Earth, but also 
understood the powers of plant life and the minds of 
animals. 

In the settling dust of what some call The Big Bang, there 
lay a sphere of such concentrated power that it created The 
Nine within the lake in which it rested. 

The Orb, as it came to be known by The Nine, was a 
roundish solid mass containing a sample of every non-living 
element in existence. 

Every gas, metal and non-metal was compressed into a 
hugely heavy sphere the size of a coconut. It was mottled in 
shades of grey and brown and embedded with minerals and 
stones that caused small bumpy protrusions on the surface. 

As life naturally evolved in that lake, as it was doing all 
over the planet; the bacteria, the algae, the amoeba, were 
all merged by the powers of The Orb into a race called The 
Nine. 

The Nine grew from enormous seeds that developed 
under the water and under the muck of the lake. As the lake 
evaporated over centuries, the seeds and The Orb were 
exposed. 

The seeds spouted and grew rapidly into trees with blue 
and green smudged trunks and dark red leaves. When the 
trees flowered their purple blossoms, the trunks split and out 
emerged The Nine, fully grown and bearing an eerie 
resemblance to their tree-parents. 

Their skin was dappled in the same shades of blue-green 
emeralds and the deepest ocean as the trunks of the trees 



from which they stepped. Their hair was the deep blue-red of 
their trees' ruby leaves, and their eyes were the purple of 
the Sweet Violets, which bloomed from the branches of the 
nine trees. 

Confused at their sudden existence they were drawn to 
The Orb, which the nine trees encircled in the center of the 
now nearly empty, lake. 

All nine of them knelt in the muddy crater facing The Orb 
and each other. 

Finally, Aza reached forward and pulled it from the 
suction of the earth. It began to vibrate in her hands and a 
hum filled the mind of each of The Nine. Suddenly they 
understood; they were here, they existed and they were 
powerful. 

Anything they thought of doing came to be... 

One imagined himself out of the crater and appeared on 
the bank above. Another imagined flinging mud at his 
brother across the circle and was shocked at the sound that 
came from himself as he experienced amusement for the 
first time. 

There was no need for words; each of The Nine knew their 
siblings' thoughts. 

Soon they each climbed from the basin and found 
themselves on the shore of the dried-up lake crater and 
began to wonder, “What now?" 

The Nine looked at each other and realized that eight 
were alike in construction while one was slightly different. 
One stood out for the length of her hair, curve of her hips 
and the roundness of her breasts, not to mention the lack of 
a certain organ all the others found between their legs. 

“Aza", she said, her voice resonating in all their heads. 
“My name is Aza." 

Each of The Nine chose a name and shared it with their 
siblings. 

They began trying out new powers as thoughts occurred 
to them. 



Mukamuka saw a flutter in the distance and imagined 
himself to the spot. He discovered a tiny bird with wings 
fluttering so fast he could hardly see more than a blur 
attached to a long thin black beak that kept poking in and 
out of a tubular red flower. 

Yort saw a clump of yellow tubes high up in a tree and 
somehow knew they were food. He imagined them in his 
hand and marveled at the sweet creamy taste (once he 
figured out it was better without the peel). 

Eventually they began to wonder what would happen if 
they moved away from sight of The Orb - would their powers 
remain? 

Luar stepped forward and agreed to imagine himself 
beyond with the understanding that if he did not return 
quickly another of The Nine would bring The Orb to him and 
allow him to return. 

No sooner did Luar disappear than he returned holding a 
rock; black, porous, and light in weight, it was like nothing in 
the vicinity of The Nine's birthplace. Luar had most 
certainly been beyond and returned with his prize as proof. 

Soon the orange ball in the sky slipped past the horizon 
and a white one replaced it. The nine siblings glided into 
the crater and sat in a circle on the ground, each in front of 
the specific tree from which he or she had emerged, and 
faced the orb, which had been placed back in the center on 
a large stone they had brought in for the purpose. 

They spent the dark hours experimenting with reading 
each other's thoughts and shutting each other out of their 
minds. 

Alram even went so far as to cut his leg with the rock Luar 
had brought back to see if their bodies could be damaged. 
As he slashed the rock across his thigh, his siblings startled 
as they all felt the pain and then watched in amazement as 
the healing happened almost instantly. 

When one bled, they all felt it! A horrible thought 
occurred to all of them at the same time. What if one should 
stop being, stop living? Would they all? But having just 



seen the almost instantaneous healing of their brother they 
pushed the concern aside telling themselves they were 
indestructible. 

After some time, the orange ball rose in the sky again. 
Sensing a cycle between light and dark, and bored with 
events as they were, each of The Nine decided to leave and 
explore their new world. Since it appeared the power of The 
Orb would stay with them where ever they went, they 
decided to bury it here, in the crater of their birth, in the 
center of the ring of trees from which they had emerged, for 
safekeeping, and return upon the setting of the orange 
sphere, in nine light-dark cycles. 

On the ninth day. The Nine began to appear back in the 
crater, each materializing next to their own tree over a 
period of hours, owing to the fact the ball of gasses that 
warmed the Earth set beneath the horizon in a succession as 
it advanced across the sky. By the time all eight brothers 
and their sister were united, the white planet had risen 
overhead and the air was cool. 

Over the course of eons. The Nine would come back to 
this crater many times...sometimes to reunite as a family, 
sometimes to sit with their individual tree and mull the 
changes that were occurring around them. They always 
marveled that the crater and the trees that circled it never 
changed, while everything around them was constantly 
evolving. 

New creatures appeared and died in an almost 
predictable cycle. Landmasses were pulled apart by 
unbelievable violence from within the planet, oceans rose, 
fell, froze and melted; but this place, the place of their birth 
all those centuries ago, remained exactly the same. 

St:*** 


Aza materialized inside her tree in an effort to conceal 
her arrival. She often returned to the peace of the circle to 
hide from the chaos and sadness that had enshrouded her 



home planet in the last thousand sun phases. Aza did not 
want to run into one of her brothers, whom she blamed for 
many of the troubles she saw affecting those they called the 
earth-skinned. 

Over time, The Nine had been witness to the evolution of 
beings that looked similar to them - life forms that walked 
on two legs yet had skins of the muted brown colors of the 
Earth, unlike The Nine's own skin of blue and green. These 
life forms did not have the powers The Nine possessed, but 
they did have other attributes that at first intrigued The 
Nine and later caused jealousy, at least for eight of them - 
primarily the ability to create new life. 

Boredom and jealousy lead the brothers of The Nine to 
seek amusement in the manipulation of the race that 
became known as humans. 

Aza had tired of what The Nine had become. 

Humans were a race already bent on self-destruction Aza 
tried to explain. Why hasten their demise she asked her 
brothers? Aza had watched for centuries as human brother 
killed brother over the most ridiculous things; either of their 
own volition or with a prodding from a one of her bored 
brothers. 

Aza had pleaded with and raged at her brothers to stop 
meddling in human affairs, reasoning humans had enough 
to contend with in their constant battle with fear. 

Some of The Nine had positioned themselves as 
something the humans labeled “gods". 

These “gods" demanded slaves, sacrifices and valuables 
in return for not destroying crops, livestock and villages. 

Soon, bored with sacrifices of lives and physical objects, 
the “gods" demanded the humans sacrifice their mortal time 
and build monuments to the them and the deities they'd 
convinced the humans to worship. 

In an effort to explain away the workings of nature and 
the meddling of The Nine, the earth-skins on every landmass 
had invented names for the various entities that plagued 
them. It amused the eight brothers to travel to the different 



monuments and see their many earth-skin-given names 
engraved in stone and their fantastical likenesses carved out 
of rock. 

As a way of exacting revenge on their sister who kept 
nagging them to stop their meddling and manipulations, the 
eight brothers wove misogyny into their agenda of idolatry. 
The eight brothers of The Nine demanded of their worshipers 
that women be treated as weak and incompetent. They 
whispered fear into the minds of men - fear of women, and 
men listened because it they realized it meant excluding 
half the population from competition for ownership of 
anything that gave the bearer power. The brothers worked 
quickly and soon women were stripped of community rights 
and relegated to cooking, cleaning, child rearing, and giving 
men sexual gratification. 

Disgusted with the pettiness of her brothers, Aza at first 
tried to fight their influence over male humans by quietly 
urging female humans prove their value as opposite yet 
complementary creatures - but in most communities, it was 
too late, the seed of the illusion of male superiority had too 
easily taken deep root, so deep Aza wasn't sure she'd ever 
be able to remove it all. She knew she had to stop her 
brothers before they usurped all free will, and she knew the 
only way to stop them was to destroy the source of The 
Nine's powers - the Orb of Elements. 

Aza had determined, oh so many cycles ago, that the Orb 
allowed The Nine to focus selected elements around them 
and then apply energy to them to create change. The ability 
to isolate appropriate molecules or atoms and energize them 
is what gave The Nine their powers, and the Orb was the 
source of their talents. 

Without the Orb, The Nine would not have the powers to 
interfere any longer. Aza did not know what would happen 
to them physically. Would they all die like they had seen so 
many creatures before them do? Would they continue to 
exist in their unaging state, but have to find a way to heal 
and feed and survive without powers? 



In the end, it didn't matter. She had made up her mind. 
She had learned so many different things in the time since 
emerging from her tree, yet the only constant was the law of 
change! Everything must change, evolve, and die; yet The 
Nine never did and it was affecting the cycle of their home 
planet in that only those chosen by The Nine, the ones The 
Nine brothers found attractive or fascinating, were 
prospering, while the majority was becoming subjugated to 
a minority. It was throwing off the balance and Aza knew 
she needed to stop it. 

Aza stepped out of her tree now that she was sure none of 
her brothers were about, and began to dig in the center of 
the circle for The Orb which still rested on the rock slab they 
had first set it upon but was now buried under ages of 
accumulated dirt and debris. 

She found it with ease and sat against her tree turning 
the sphere over in her hands; marveling at the fact some 
areas were cool, while others were warm to the touch. She 
rubbed her thumb over the tops of the soil-encrusted stones 
embedded in the metals. They weren't faceted, but all of 
them, reds, greens, blues, purples, black and clear; caught 
the daylight and caused The Orb to sparkle and shoot off 
little rays of luminosity. She found sadness at the thought of 
destroying the thing that had given her life, but it had to be 
done for the sake of the life on this planet. If her brothers 
were allowed to continue she was sure this world upon which 
they lived would eventually be torn apart. Better to destroy 
the smaller orb and save the larger one, she reasoned. 

Her plan was to fly to a point high in the sky above; one 
from where, once The Orb was shattered, the pieces would 
fall all over at least one hemisphere of the planet below. She 
hoped the winds would carry other pieces around to the dark 
side. 

Aza allowed herself a moment to wonder if the other part 
of her plan, the one in which she hoped to squeeze out one 
last materialization, back to her tree, at the same moment 
she destroyed The Orb, would work. 



It took all her concentration to mask her thoughts from 
her brothers lest they read her mind and discover what she 
was about to do. She flew to a point so high above the Earth 
she could see the northern most tip of the world floating in a 
sea of blue almost the color of her skin. 

She visualized The Orb breaking into its separate 
elemental pieces and dispersing across the atmosphere. 

At the same moment, as part of the same thought during 
which she commanded The Orb to explode, she imagined 
herself back in her tree. 

It would be centuries before she awoke. 

The earth-skins had begun counting the rising and 
setting cycles of the warming orange ball in the sky and 
called them days; they added days together into another 
cycle called a year and began counting the years in an effort 
to track the passing of time... 

The humans called the year in which The Orb was 
destroyed, 1665, and the area of Aza's birth and 
entombment was located in a place they called The New 
World. 

"Well, I guess we know your plan worked," I said. 

"Did it?" she asked. 

"What do you mean?" 

"The Orb survives. I did not destroy its energies, just its 
form. The Orb should have become dust and air and 
blended with the planet and atmosphere, but it did not - it 
only separated." 

"But what happened to your brothers?" 

"I believe they were destroyed. I saw all their trees as I 
came here. They were burned. I cannot sense my brothers. 
I believe they are no more." 

"So, this Orb, the pieces I have here, on me, in my 
jewelry, they are from your Orb?" 

"Yes, it was your bringing them together that awakened 
me." 



"But they were already together, in the possessions of my 
grandmother, which is where I found them." 

"Yes, I know. I saw it in your mind, how you came to 
discover them. It was your use of them, of all of them, that 
awakened me. Only earth-skins with blood of The Nine 
would be able to use them. Your grandmother may have 
even worn this ring, but she did not have the pieces of me to 
use its power", she said holding my hand and running her 
thumb over the diamonds. 

"I guess that explains why my husband could never see 
anyone when I used the Spirit Stone. So, you draw power 
from Orb pieces?" 

"I can draw power from everything around me, but yes, I 
did need The Orb pieces to revive me after so many years in 
my tree where I was shielded from the energy of the 
universe." 

"Wait", I said as something suddenly dawned on me, "you 
said only people with blood of The Nine could use the pieces 
of The Orb...You mean...we're related?" 

"Yes", said Aza as she smiled at me and at the stone and 
shell monument on the burial mound. 

Suddenly images filled my head again. 


Spring 1445 

Native American Village 
Near Modern Day North Carolina 

TIomeha had lived on the island for most of his adult life 
in order to keep the peace within his tribe. 

He was the first son of the chief of his people, but he had 
had the misfortune of being born blind. 

By right, he should have taken his father's place when 
the old man died, but a younger cousin divided the village 
when he proclaimed himself chief and ordered TIomeha from 
his sight. 



Many were ready to shed blood to defend TIomeha, but 
an equal number believed the cousin, who proclaimed 
TIomeha cursed, and warned his leadership would curse the 
village. 

To save his people the pain of choosing and fighting, 
TIomeha gathered his belongings and paddled his small 
boat towards the sounds of his favorite island, which lay 
nestled in the sea towards the rising sun from his village. 

Aza, who enjoyed spending time on this particular 
landmass, near The Nine's circle of trees, was drawn to the 
village by the cloud of anger and fear that hung over it and 
happened to witness the exchange between TIomeha and 
his people on the day TIomeha left. 

Fascinated, she watched TIomeha for days to observe how 
he would survive on his own, promising herself she would 
aid him if he suffered. 

At first his sisters tried to bring him small quantities of 
food under cover of darkness, but knowing that to accept it 
would only encourage their kindness and put them in 
danger of being cast out of the village, he ignored the 
offerings. 

Eventually the sisters gave up and took comfort in the 
occasional columns of smoke that arose from between the 
trees on the island, as signs of TIomeha's wellbeing. 

To Aza's surprise she found TIomeha quite adept at 
fending for himself, but she could not bring herself to leave 
his peaceful island. 

To her shock and embarrassment, he turned and spoke to 
her one day as she sat in a tree watching him expertly 
remove the skin from a rabbit his snare had caught. 

"What spirit are you that follows me?" 

"I am no spirit. I am Aza. I am from...another tribe...one 
to the south", Aza replied, summoning the power of The Orb 
to translate as she made up her lie. 



"Why do you follow me?" 

"I mean you no harm. I was following the trail by the river 
that runs by your village when I heard the fighting on the 
day you left. I followed you to assure you were safe and I 
stayed because I find you...fascinating." 

"Humph, what is fascinating about living?" 

"There are many different ways of living and I prefer 
yours." 

TIomeha thought about that for a few seconds, looked 
into her eyes with his own unseeing ones and said, "You may 
stay." 

Aza stayed and found love with the only man who could, 
by not seeing her, actually see her. 

They lived in isolation on their peaceful island, amongst 
the other small sandy islands that lay as sentinels off the 
coast of the mainland, sheltering the growing populations of 
North America from ocean storms. 

While her brothers found themselves frustrated in their 
attempts to procreate with humans, Aza had no such 
problems. Unbeknownst to her brothers, over two hundred 
years before destroying The Orb, Aza had a child with the 
human she adored. Knowing the joy it would bring her mate 
she allowed herself to become pregnant. Just once. 

Aza, TIomeha, and Atsila, named for the fiery red hair, 
from which her father claimed to feel the heat burn his 
fingers the night he named her, lived many lovely years on 
their island, but in the end, as Aza watched her human mate 
age and die, a pain grew in her heart and mind she could 
not conquer. 

Aza knew it was time to tell her daughter what she had 
always dreaded - that she must leave her. 



Aza, with her blue-green skin, bright purple eyes and 
immortality would horrify the earth-skins. She knew she 
must remove herself from her daughter's life in order for her 
to have one. Aza knew her daughter must leave their island 
home and find a place in the villages of a mainland where 
she could build a family of her own. 

On the day of the twentieth anniversary of Atsila's birth, 
Aza told her daughter everything. 

She told Atsila of The Nine, of the circle of trees to the 
south, of The Orb, and then she told her she must leave her. 

Atsila had only ever known her mother and father. To her, 
Aza's appearance was normal and fact, but to the rest of the 
world, Aza explained, she was a monster at best. 

Aza knew Atsila understood, but understanding and 
acceptance are two entirely different things. 

They sat in each other's arms beside the grave of 
TIomeha and cried that night. 

When Atsila finally slept, Aza thought long and hard 
about the perfect place for her fiery haired, ivory skinned 
daughter with shocking green eyes. 

TIomeha's people with their eyes, skin and hair of many 
browns would not accept Atsila without suspicion and many 
would seek to do her harm. No, It must be to the east, 
across the great water to the Danes. 

Many of those who live In the northern parts of the land 
to the east have similar coloring to Atsila and with a decent 
enough story would accept her as a single woman who had 
lost her family 

But first we must visit The Orb, thought Aza. / must see 
If she can use the power of It to communicate with the 
Danes so she does not stand out for not knowing the 
language, customs can be learned, but communication will 
be essential. 



When the sun broke the night spell, Atsila packed her 
belongings in bags of patch-worked hides and stood ready 
to let her mother imagine them somewhere in the east. 

However, when Atsila opened her eyes, she was standing 
in a shallow dried lakebed, carpeted in tender grasses and 
flowers that smelled of warm honey. 

On what had been the banks of the lake stood nine 
enormous trees with trunks of blue based greens, bearing 
purple flowers on branches filled with red leaves. 

Atsila slowly turned viewing each tree from the center of 
the crater. She noticed the shaded cavity in each tree trunk 
that began at the base and stood nearly six feet tall. 
Realization began to dawn on her. 

"Mother, are these your trees, the ones you spoke of, the 
ones from where you and your brothers emerged?" 

"Yes, this is my home." 

"But why are we here? I thought we were going to the 
east." 

"First we must see if the powers of The Orb can help you 
in your new land." 

Aza stepped away from her daughter, dropped to her 
knees and began calmly digging with her hands in the 
center of the basin. 

Atsila knelt beside her and watched her mother unearth a 
heavy round object the likes of which she had never seen. 

It was neither stone nor metal, but bits of each melded 
together. 

With her thumb, Aza wiped away the earth from a blood- 
red stone protruding from The Orb. 

Realizing that Atsila would probably not be able to use 
the individual powers of The Orb with her mind as Aza could, 
she told her to touch the stone and began speaking to her in 
the language of the Danes. 

Atsila stared in shock at her mother as she heard the 
foreign sounding words come from her mother's mouth yet 
understood exactly what she said. 

"Now answer me." 



"What?" 

"Answer the question I asked you." 

"I don't know this language!" 

"Remain touching the stone and answer me in your mind, 
the words will come." 

Atsila pressed on the stone nestled in The Orb being held 
by her mother and thought green but from her mouth came 
"gron". 

Atsila looked up in surprise at her mother and witnessed 
a look of relief pass over her face. 

"You will be fine my daughter. You will be fine." 

Aza pulled a small flint object from the pocket of her skirt. 
Atsila recognized it as her mother's favorite tool; dark brown 
with one thick blunt end used for pounding, one sharpened 
end for stabbing and one side chiseled to create a cutting 
surface. 

Aza sat The Orb on a flat rock and struck the blood-red 
stone with the blade of her tool, shearing off the top half 
which protruded from The Orb and leaving the remaining 
half imbedded within. 

She wound a thin strip of leather in an X across the face 
and back of the stone, tied it at the top of the stone and 
again at the top of a long loop, creating a necklace for her 
daughter which would allow the stone to touch her skin 
giving her discreet access to its power. 

"Now we will travel to the east", said Aza looking into her 
daughter's eyes as she placed the necklace over her head. 
"Never be afraid for I will always be near", she continued 
answering the fear in Atsila's eyes. 

Atsila closed her eyes trying not to cry as the full effect of 
what her mother was and the fact she would probably never 
see her again washed over her. 

When she opened her eyes again she was prepared for 
what lay ahead. 



Aza watched her daughter find acceptance in a strong 
Danish village, have children of her own and die. 

She watched the cycle of life repeat itself over and over 
with her grandchildren, great-grandchildren and so on. 

A part of her died with the passing of each generation, 
but she noticed with fascination a bit of herself also living in 
each generation. 

Her own daughter had had her flaming red hair, her 
granddaughter had blue-green eyes the color of her own 
skin and a great-grandson was born with a birthmark 
between his shoulder blades the exact same shade of violet 
as her eyes. 

Some of the more adventurous and survival-minded 
descendants of Atsila migrated south and west over the 
course of the next five hundred years. 

They married into the families of winemakers along the 
Rhine, glass blowers in France and farmers in Holland, 
Ireland and Scotland. Atsila's descendants continued west 
chased by war, famine, and poverty until they ultimately 
returned to the western shores of the Atlantic where it had 
all begun. 

"So this is where TIomeha is buried?" I asked looking with 
new eyes at the shell and stone ring atop the mound on 
which we stood. 

"Yes, and Atsila, and some of her kinder et 
grandchildren,” said Aza as my brain tried to translate the 
German, French and English of her answer. ”1 brought their 
bones here to be near me when I devised the plan to destroy 
The Orb. I was unsure if I would survive the destruction and 
I suppose I wanted them near my tree, as it would be all that 
was left of me. Sentiment, an earth-skin notion, no?" 

"Nothing wrong with sentiment. It was sentiment that 
drove me to rescue all the pieces of The Orb, back when I 
thought they were just mementoes of my family's history. 
Sheesh, can you imagine if I'd not rescued those boxes from 
Grandma's? These pieces would have been scattered to the 
four corners!" 



"Oui, there are powers beyond even The Orb, one of them 
is Fate, and it is that which brings us to this point." 

"Well that sounds ominous..." I began, but in my head, I 
was distracted by a rough calculation and a niggling 
question I couldn't quite put my finger on. "How big was 
this Orb of yours again?" 

"Ah, you are beginning to see that there is more." 

"There are more pieces than this tiny handful I have, 
aren't there? You said stones, metals and gasses. You said 
every element existed in The Orb. If you blew apart The Orb 
the gasses are gone, but there are more stones and metals 
than just these!" I said looking up into her eyes. 

"Yes, there are more pieces. They call to me, even the 
gasses. I must collect them. I also wish to know what has 
become of my children. I will leave you soon to find The Orb 
pieces, but first I must answer your other question." 

Suddenly I remembered Aza showing Atsila how to use 
the Language Stone, "Right! The other stones on my 
bracelet! What do they do? The red one allows for language 
translation?" 

"In a manner of speaking. The carnelian stone works 
similar to the malachite, the one you call the Thought Stone, 
which works by allowing thoughts to flow between those 
parts of the brain where they originate. The Thought Stone 
allows for two-way communication, you can listen or you can 
send." 

"Wait, you mean I can push a thought to someone else?" 

"Si", answered a booming voice in my head. "Yes, it is how 
I spoke to you at your pub", her voice continued softer. 
"Once I became aware of you, I pushed thoughts in the form 
of images into your mind while you slept, when your mind 
was more open, and was able to push my voice into your 
mind once your "dreams" had made you aware of me. I was 
weak, so it seemed like whispered wisps of sound, but it was 
the Thought Stone that allowed it." 

"Do you suppose the receiver of the pushed thought must 
be a descendant of yours? Or can the user of the stone 



place thoughts in anyone's mind?" 

"That is for you to discover. Je ne sais pas." 

"So, the red stone, this carnelian Language Stone, works 
like the Thought Stone?" 

Aza nodded, "It allows a connection between the part of 
the mind where language is known - it gives one mind la 
liberte to communicate avec another using stored 
knowledge of language. If one mind knows English, while a 
linked mind knows the Russian, the Language Stone allows 
your mind to pull the words for what you need to say from 
the linked mind. It is how I speak to you now, I pull from 
your mind the words that mean what I want to 
communicate." 

"So, English is not your language? What does your 
language sound like?" 

"I do not have a language, but I can speak them all 
because I can draw on the Language Stone at all times." 

"Alrighty then, well that explains why some of your words 
are coming out French and Spanish, you're pulling them 
from my own vocabulary." I was getting a little freaked out 
by the fact the stones were always on for her, but I plowed 
on asking, "What about the other stones?" 

"The azul one", she said as she reached out to touch it on 
my wrist, "is one that brings great joy to me. It is the stone 
that allows for mental interaction avec les animaux." 

"Wait, you mean I can talk to animals with the lapis?" 

"It works much like los dos otros, the other two, allowing a 
bridge of communication between minds, only this time 
between different species." 

Just then a small grey fox, weighing maybe ten pounds, 
showed up with my backpack in its teeth. 

I'd completely forgotten about my little bag containing 
my wallet and keys when I had taken off after Aza. 

"Holy Carp! Did you do that?" I asked Aza. 

"I thought you might not want to have to trek back there 
to get le petit sac a main," she said with a smile. 



I touched the blue stone in my bracelet and thought 
Thank you to the little fox. She said nothing in reply, but 
walked over and rubbed against my leg like a cat might and 
trotted off into the woods. 

"Okay, that was pretty flippin' brilliant!" I said with a 
huge grin. 

"I should warn you, you cannot control them with the 
Animal Stone, you can only ask. They will decide for 
themselves what they want, and sometimes they may want 
payment. Also, they think in ideas, images, desires, and 
feelings, not sentences. Remember that." 

"Well that sounds reasonable", I said with a chuckle. 
"Always good to know where you stand with a creature that 
can rip your throat out or poison you." 

"Yes, quite", Aza said with a happy grin as she pulled on 
my wrist, silently asking me to sit with her next to the white 
circle on top of the mound. "Now the other two stones are 
very important. They are very strong powers. They are 
opposites. They do not affect only the mind; they affect the 
whole body through the mind. One brings life and health, 
and one brings la mort." 

"Let me guess, the black one, the obsidian, that's the one 
which brings death?" 

"Yes, it is perhaps a cliche? That is the word your mind is 
giving me. Noir is the color of death, when all light has been 
extinguished. To use the stone, it is simple, just summon the 
stone's power and focus it on something living. The cells 
responsible for such things will trigger a shutdown of the 
systems that keep the entity alive." 

"That simple, huh?" I said as I looked at the stone while 
trying not to wish anything dead. 

"I am glad it scares you. The power to take life is a heavy 
burden." 

"What about the amethyst? You said it can bring life and 
health", I said trying to change the subject and get away 
from the fact I could now inadvertently kill something just 
by touching the stone and thinking about it. 



"The lavender stone cannot revive the dead, but it can 
stop la mort in that it can heal. When asked, it can bring life 
to dying tissue, stop bleeding, heal bone, kill bacteria, 
viruses, and parasites; all by controlling the cells of and 
within the damaged host it is instructed to save." 

"You know, as a kid you always hope that magic is real. I 
can't decide if I'm relieved to know it's all essentially 
science, or disappointed", I said sitting cross-legged next to 
my probably thirty-times great-grandmother and spinning 
the bracelet around my wrist as a thought occurred to me. 
"Wait, you said you flew above the Earth when you shattered 
The Orb - you can fly?" 

Aza chuckled at my last grasp at magic. "Again, it is just 
science as you call it. The gasses I told you of, from The Orb, 
they can be summoned and used to control their brethren. 
Enough helium et you could 'fly' tambien, or appear to run 
very fast", she said alluding to earlier when she'd left me at 
the lakebed. "One of my brothers created the myth of 
Hermes by allowing himself to be seen as if on winged 
sandals, running above the ground." 

"I gather your brothers must have spent a lot of time in 
Greece and Rome, it would certainly explain a lot. Any of 
them turn water into wine or take a little stroll across the 
Sea of Galilee?" 

Catching my meaning Aza just rolled her eyes. "Boredom 
can drive some to exploit weaknesses in others", was all 
she'd say before falling silent. 

The sun began to set in the west as we sat, each lost in 
our own thoughts, on the grave containing Aza's 
descendants and my ancestors. 

A cool damp wind woke me from my reverie and suddenly 
I found myself standing beside my rented Jeep on the 
highlands. 

Aza's voice spoke in my mind. / nnust find the other 
pieces of The Orb. Go home. I wiii come to you soon. 



The trip back to Scotland was uneventful - except for the 
little bit of fun I had with TSA at Miami International thanks 
to the Thought Stone. Nothing lightens the mood in a long 
security line like a TSA agent suddenly being overwhelmed 
by a desire to belt out Sir-Mix-a-Lot's Baby Got Back. 

Back at The Tree, things were the same, but different. 
The customers came and went, the orders arrived and the 
dishes were filled, emptied, and washed. 

I'd told Jesse about what happened in Florida and used 
the Thought Stone to tell Lexie the story of Aza - a lot safer 
than over the phone, by email, or by letter in this day and 
age of constant government surveillance. 

Aza checked in occasionally, appearing suddenly when I 
was alone in the garage or kitchen or bedroom to tell me 
stories of some of her other descendants she'd encountered. 
She was fascinated by tracking how her genes manifested 
themselves physically in her descendants. Everyone in her 
line had not just an ability to use The Orb pieces, but also a 
physical link to her. My eyes were the color of her skin. 
Some of her children had hair her color or eyes the same 
violet has hers. Some markings were less obvious. She and 
Lexie met in Switzerland where Lexie was now working as an 
equine vet tech, a position helped by us splitting the Animal 
Stone in two and Alasdair creating a pendant for Lexie out of 
one piece before resetting the second half back in my 
bracelet. Aza adored the fact that Lexie had a birthmark on 
her right hip, the exact shape and color of the violets that 
grow amongst the leaves of her tree back in Florida. She 
was so distracted by meeting her living family she'd 
forgotten about reassembling The Orb pieces - I guess 
having the ability to summon their powers from anywhere 
doesn't motivate one to find the physical pieces. It was fun 
to watch and share her excitement at being free once more; 



I knew the reality of the world would catch up with her soon, 
but for now, her childlike innocence was sweet to see. 

Somehow knowing about Aza, and the elements of The 
Orb, and the stockpile of gold now sitting tidily in my 
basement safe, I felt there was something more I should be 
doing with my life. 

That 'something more' eventually turned out to be quite 
a doozy. 

It started though, as such things do, innocently enough. 



Chapter XIV 


The Family Tree 
Oban, Scotland 

"So, who are we gonna spend all this money on?" I 
suddenly asked my group of friends and fellow co¬ 
conspirators seated around me in the empty, save for us, 
after-hours dining room of The Tree. It was 2 a.m. on a 
Sunday morning in February. The dogs were passed out in 
front of the fire, while Jesse, Alasdair, Clementine, Cassie, 
and I sat around two four-tops we'd pushed together, eating 
Clem's latest concoction and drinking Mexican hot 
chocolate. 

It was the first meeting of the secretest of societies...So 
secret even we didn't know it existed - yet. 

"Well that was abrupt," said Cassie with a smile beneath a 
whipped cream Charlie Chaplin moustache. 

"Yeah, well, you know me - rude Yank 'n' all. But seriously, 
this 'cabbage' as Clem calls it, is burning a hole in my 
pocket." 

"Well, you could always donate it to charity. Give it to a 
group that's set up to handle the most-needy people with 
the smallest amount of resources," said Cassie. 

"I supposed we could, but that's so boring, so easy," I 
said. 

"It's not quite enough money to overthrow a government, 
but that would be...Interesting," said Alasdair with a cocky 
grin. 

"No, no it's not, but I like the way you're thinking", I said 
raising my mug of cocoa in his direction. 

"Okay, since it's probably not possible to give the money 
directly to individuals without diluting the overall value, and 
assuming there are Scottish descendants, the original 
intended recipients, amongst every middle-class family from 



North America to say, Germany, let's just name off the 
things we'd like to change that could affect those groups," 
said Jesse. 

"Works for me," I said. "Banks are on the top of my shit 
list. I'd love to see the clowns at the top, the ones too big to 
fail, who taxpayers bailed out, but who still got their 
bonuses, out on the unemployment line." 

"Yeah! Burn the wankers! Anarchy!" said Cass slamming 
down her mug. 

"Wow Cass, tell us how you really feel," I said smiling and 
getting up to pour a little calming fluid in her cocoa mug. 

"The reality is", chimed in Alasdair, "we, the middle class, 
are pinched from both sides. The poor need help and the 
one-percent and governments keep raising oryr taxes, fees, 
and expenses to cover social services and grow the 
economy. Wouldn't it be interesting if we turned things 
upside down, which is to say, took some of the power away 
and changed the rules so that the top of the food chain felt 
the pinch?" 

Starting to feel the spicy effects of the cinnamon and 
cloves in my hot cocoa, and questioning whether I should 
have given myself a shot of that same calming whisky I'd 
dolloped into Cass's mug, I said, "Well I for one would love to 
know why my car's gas is so stupid expensive and oil 
companies are making record profits while telling me prices 
are going up because costs are going up!" I said slamming 
down my own mug causing Pixie to open one eye a crack. 
"And education. Who the hell allowed f/7af system to evolve 
into the money hoovering Basking Shark it's become while 
more and more kids slip through the cracks? Oh my DOG, 
and healthcare...." 

"Oh, here we go," said Jesse rocking his chair back on its 
two hind legs and putting his hands behind his head. 

"Bite me!" I snapped and took a breath. "Yeah, Jesse's 
right. I've got a lot of pent up resentment towards the 
current system, both in the US and now here. It's just so 
maddening. For generations, we're taught - go to school. 



work hard, save, have a little fun, read to your kids at night, 
push them to go further than you, and it'll all be okay. But 
it's not okay anymore. Every time we get a little ahead, the 
costs of everything go up and we're further behind than the 
previous year. Jesse used to get a 2% raise at work - after 
taxes that raise just covered our increase in health 
premiums and did nothing to compensate for the fact our 
rent, food, gas, blah, blah, blah, went up! We got lucky we 
sold our house back in 2006 and had the cash to buy this 
place. At least now every drop of sweat goes into our own 
business, but before, that feeling of being trapped in a job 
just to pay bills and have health insurance, that's no way to 
live and that's how every middle-class person is living these 
days." 

"Amen Sister!" came the slightly slurred response from 
the heretofore silent Clementine, who it seems had been 
refilling her mug with more scotch than hot cocoa. 

"It seems to me all we need to do is follow the myth of 
Robin Hood - rob from the rich and give to the poor," spoke 
Alasdair. 

"But where do we start?" I asked him, overwhelmed by 
the possibilities. 

"What say we meet back here next week, each with our 
own beneficiary as it were? We'll compare notes and vote on 
who we help first - and how," he replied. 

"Works for me," I said. "All in favor?"" 

There were ayes all around... 

Cleaning up the last of the dishes after everyone had left, 
Jesse asked if we'd just formed our own secret society. 

"Yeah, I guess you could say that. Whenever we find 
someone to help, it would probably be best to keep it 
anonymous, especially if we have to do anything that 
borders on illegal, so yeah, keeping our little group a secret 
is probably a good idea." 

"What should we call ourselves?" 



"No names! The first step in becoming un-secret is to 
have a name! Sheesh! Don't you know anything?" 

"Okay, at least a secret handshake, you gotta give me 
that." 

"Why, so you can go around elbow bumping Alasdair? It's 
not like we're going to meet strangers and need to test 
whether they're part of our group." 

"Do you suppose this is how other secret groups started? 
A few people sitting around a table eating pudding and 
drinking hot chocolate and whisky?" 

"No, but I bet this is how a few revolutions started...." 

The next day I looked over the customers in the pub from 
my position behind the bar and wondered if any of them 
would make a good beneficiary, as Alasdair had so aptly 
described our quarry. Why not start dose to home, I 
thought to myself as I used the Thought Stone to listen in on 
customers' thoughts, knowing as proud Scots they'd never 
complain openly about personal matters. 

Cecil was a regular at The Tree. As with most men 
bearing that name, he was from a different era. Born 
sometime around World War II he'd seen over a half a 
century of history, but nothing could have prepared him for 
what was now happening to his family. 

Cecil, pronounced "ces-sel" with a slight whistley sound 
beneath the two syllables, had now outlived his wife, 
Charlotte, by ten years. Together they had had two boys. 
They did what everyone expected of them - worked, saved, 
went to church, and passed on those values to their boys. 
Their boys grew up and did what everyone expected of them 
- went to college, worked, saved, went to church, and passed 
on their values to their children. But now Cecil and 
Charlotte's grandchildren were facing a world no one had 
imagined two generations ago - a world where getting an 
education, working and saving were not enough, and Cecil's 



thoughts were on his family as he quietly ate his bowl of 
chicken soup at one of the two-tops by the window. 

What will wee Katrina and Jamie do noo? Puer John. 
How wee! he make it noo? I could sell the hoose to help him, 
but that would create problems of its own, namely where I 
would live. Ach, / wish Charlie were alive, she'd know what 
to do! There's nothing for it. I'll sell the hoose and move 
into the old folks' home. That's decided then. My, this soup 
is lovely... 

What I'd gathered from his thoughts was that Poor John 
was his son and Katrina and Jamie his grandchildren. It 
appeared as though they were living in America, in 
Connecticut, where John's wife was from. John had agreed to 
move there to be near her parents, but now she'd died and 
John was left with two middle-school aged children and a 
business that was being driven under by his very own 
father-in-law who hoped to break John, forcing him to return 
to Scotland penniless and leave the children with his in-laws 
in Connecticut. John's wife had worked part-time, while the 
children were in class, for her father creating a triple headed 
problem for John now that she was gone - he needed to hire 
help for the children after school to work the long hours to 
try to save his business, but the beneficiaries of his wife's 
company issued life insurance policy had been her parents, 
so he had no money, no time, and no clients. Cecil, 
recognizing the looming possibility of losing his 
grandchildren to a man like Jeremy Waters, was now 
determined to sell his home to provide the means for John 
and the kids to return to Scotland and start over. 

Mental note - find out who the hell Jeremy Waters is... 

"Hiya Cecil!" I said as cheerily as I could as I approached 
his table to clear his dishes. "How are things today? It's a 
gorgeous sunny day, planning a walk to see Charlie?" I 



asked knowing his penchant for visiting her grave on nice 
days. 

"Why yes, yes, I think I will, now that I'm all full of your 
lovely soup. It's given me a boost, it has, and I need to talk 
to Charlie about something that's going to make her rather 
cross wi' me so best to do it on a sunny day." 

"Now why on Earth would Charlie be cross with you?" I 
asked knowing full well he meant to tell her headstone he 
intended to sell the house. 

"Well, I'm going to have to make some changes to my 
living arrangements and she's going to worry about me." 

"Cecil, as a wife and a mother and someone who follows 
the real estate market. I'm going to give you a piece of 
advice - never sell a home in February, and certainly not the 
home you raised your family in." 

"How did you know?" He asked shocked. 

"You said you were going to change your living 
arrangements, I guessed that meant moving rather than 
taking in boarders," I said with a grin. 

He put his head in his hands, took a deep breath, and 
looked up at me as I spoke. 

"Cecil, whatever it is, give it a couple of days before you 
list your home, you'll lose out on money if you sell now, in 
the winter, plus don't ruin a lovely day like this for Charlie - 
tell her on a cloudy, rainy day," I said with a wink. 

"Alright, I'll think on it a bit more, but I really don't see 
any other way," he said as he pulled money for his meal 
from his ancient leather wallet, left it on the table, and 
shuffled out the door toward the cemetery. 

I thought for a second about calling after him that the 
soup was on the house and returning his money, but 
stopped myself because I knew better than to insult a 
Scotsman by implying he couldn't pay for his meal, and got 
to work clearing the rest of the table. 

That night I looked into Jeremy Waters in Hartford, 
Connecticut...using the internet as well as the Scrying Stone 



and the Thought Stone. 


"What a dick!" 

"What the hell?" said Jesse beside me in bed, annoyed at 
being woken up. 

"Sorry, go back to sleep, just doing some research." 

The next day I phoned Clem and Alasdair to see if we 
could move up our planned meeting to that night, because I 
had something to tell them all. They were in, as was Cassie 
who I checked with over morning prep work. 

"I know we all said we'd meet up next Saturday, but 
something's come up that I think gives us our first client, or 
customer, or beneficiary, whatever you want to call it," I said 
from my seat at our now customary meeting table. "You all 
know Cecil, right?" 

Nods all around, as everyone warmed their hands on their 
mugs of tea, coffee, or hot cocoa. 

"Alright, so here's the deal, his son, John, is getting 
seriously screwed by his father-in-law and he needs our help 
to get out of Connecticut with his kids. Cecil is 
contemplating selling his house to help, but that's just not 
right considering John wouldn't even need the help if it 
weren't for his father-in-law. We've got to move fast before 
Cecil puts his place on the market since we can't tell him 
why he shouldn't do it without exposing our little secret. I 
bought us a little time by telling him this is a bad time to 
sell, but I suspect one more call from John and Cecil will sell 
regardless of how much he might lose by selling now rather 
than waiting till, say, spring." 

"What do you propose we do?" asked Alasdair. 

"Well, you all don't really need to do anything other than 
let me know whether or not you agree Cecil and his family 
are good beneficiaries, after that I have a pretty good idea of 
what to do and can handle it on my own with a quick trip to 
Connecticut." 



"How did you even get Cecil to talk about this, that man 
is as proud as a summer day is long?" asked Clem. 

"Well, that's a story for another day," I said realizing as 
some point I was probably going to have to tell some or all of 
those before me about The Orb and Aza, but now was not 
the time, and I wanted to clear it with Aza first. "Time is 
kind of 'of the essence' on this one since we need to help 
John and the kids before Cecil gets into a contract to list his 
home and god forbid, accepts an offer." 

"I vote yes," said Cassie. 

"Me too," said Jesse. 

"Cecil is a good man, if we can help his family I can't 
think of a better use for that old cabbage," said Alasdair with 
wink towards Clem. 

"Let's do it," said Clementine raising her glass towards 
AM. 

"Alasdair," I said turning my attention to putting my plan 
into motion, "do you think you could liquidate some of the 
uh, sauerkraut for me...It might be a good idea to have some 
petty cash on hand." 

"Sure," he said and wrote the following on a napkin - 1 
Troy oz = abt $1200/£800. 

I gave him a thumbs-up, tossed the napkin into the 
fireplace, and flashed him all ten of my fingers to indicate I 
thought ten ounces should work. A single, subtle nod from 
him said it would be done. 

Alone that night with Jesse I started searching for flights 
to Connecticut. 

"You sure this is a good idea, you going alone?" he asked. 

"It's fine. I'm just going to help him find a "buyer" for his 
company." 

"And by "a buyer" you mean you? What are we going to 
do with a landscape/pool/snow removal company in 
Connecticut?" 



"No Darling, I'm not buying the company, Jeremy Waters 
is." 

"Wait, what? You're going to help Waters screw his son- 
in-law?" 

"Absolutely not! Mr. Waters is going to help John out with 
a very tidy nest egg," I said with a wicked grin and 
explained how I was going to make it all happen. 

I boarded the Sunday afternoon flight out of Glasgow 
bound for JFK, stowed my suitcase in the overhead bin, and 
settled into my seat for the quick trip to London where I'd be 
changing planes for the last leg of my trip. By the time the 
plane doors closed, I still had the whole row of seats to 
myself, so I took the 90 minutes of unexpected privacy to 
close my eyes and relax. Instead all I could think about is 
what I'd learned about John and his father-in-law. 

John, realizing he couldn't work 12-hour days and raise 
his kids alone, had tried to sell his business shortly after his 
wife died so he could return to Scotland where he had family 
who would help with the children while he used the money 
from the sale to start fresh. Jeremy, catching wind of John's 
plans, and rather than offering to help by giving John the 
payout from his wife's life insurance policy, decided to break 
John in an effort to force him to leave the children in 
Connecticut. Jeremy had run off all potential buyers, and to 
add insult to injury started a smear campaign that resulted 
in John losing most of his clients. Now that the business 
wasn't worth the equipment sitting in the garage out back, 
John decided the only thing left was to auction off his truck 
and plow and garden equipment and hope to scrape enough 
together to just fly home with his kids. The auction was set 
for early Tuesday morning and I was going to be there. 

I arrived at the action site early and took up a spot 
standing in the back of the warehouse. I didn't see John 
anywhere. He must have stayed home to get the kids off to 



school. But I did see Jeremy arrive and take a seat in the 
back row, auction paddle in hand. Whew! Well that's one 
less thing / have to worry about. Jeremy having a bidding 
paddle was kind of a huge part of my plan... 

The auctioneer started the event promptly at 8 a.m., by 
10 a.m. he was nearing John's lot. I'd used the time to scan 
the room with the Thought Stone and found one man, 
Paddle 184, who intended to bid on John's equipment. 
Excellent! 

"Lot 34. 2010 Ford F-250 XLT 4x4. SnowDogg EX 

Snowplow. John Deere 758 tractor mower with material 
collection system. Miscellaneous pool cleaning equipment 
and chemicals." called the auctioneer. 

Here we go! 

"I'm going to start the bidding at fifteen thousand dollars. 
Fifteen thousand dollars. Do I have any takers at fifteen? Do 
I hear fifteen?" 

Paddle 184 looked around the room and apparently felt 
safe enough that there weren't any more bidders to jump in. 

"I have fifteen thousand! Do I hear fifteen five? Fifteen 
five." 

I placed my palm over the top of the Thought Stone and 
pushed the thought to bid into Jeremy's mind. 

His arm shot up so quickly I suddenly wished I was at the 
front of the room so I could see the priceless expression on 
his face. 

"Fifteen five! I have fifteen five. Do I hear sixteen? 
Sixteen." 

No movement from the room. 

"Fifteen five going once, going twice..." 

"Sixteen!" shouted Paddle 184. 

"Sixteen! I have sixteen. Can I get sixteen five? Sixteen 
five." 

I knew that Paddle 184 could only go as high as 
seventeen thousand and I started to feel bad causing him all 



this anxiety so I ended the bidding... 

"Forty thousand!" bellowed Jeremy Waters raising his 
paddle high above his head. 

Everyone in the room turned and looked at Jeremy. 
Jeremy slowly lowered his paddle and looked at it as if it 
were possessed. 

"I have forty thousand dollars. Forty thousand. Any 
advance on forty thousand? Forty thousand going once, 
going twice...SOLD forty thousand to number 72." 

Well that ought to give John a nice little nest egg to get 
back on his feet, I thought to myself as I walked out the back 
of the auction site. 

I sat in my car, placed my hand on the green stone in my 
bracelet, and played my last card. 

As I pulled out of the gravel parking lot I saw Jeremy and 
Paddle 184 shaking hands in the huge double doorway of 
the warehouse. It seemed Jeremy was suddenly inspired to 
turn right around and sell all of his new equipment to Paddle 
184 for the opening bid price of fifteen thousand dollars. 

I drove along 1-84 heading west towards the New York 
border and the airport. I couldn't quite identify the feeling 
swirling through my whole body, the world "giddy" kept 
popping into my mind. Kind of an old-fashioned word, but I 
like It. I turned up the song blaring over the radio of my 
rental car Bang Bang by Jessie J, Ariana Grande, and Nicki 
Minaj; got off at Exit 3, and pointed my car south towards a 
little pub in Ridgefield. 

"I'll have the veggie wrap with fries, a side of ranch, and 
an iced tea, please," I said to the waiter. 

"I'll be right back with your tea," responded the waiter. 

"Thanks," I said as I reached for my phone in my back 
pocket. 



"Hello Wife," Jesse said when he answered his own cell 
phone. 

"I'm all done here so I'll be heading back on my 
scheduled flight." 

"Mow'd it go?" 

"Oh, it was brilliant. I'll tell you all about it when I get 
back. Have you seen Cecil?" 

"Funny you should ask. He's here having lunch with 
some woman wearing a Jackie O looking suit." 

"Crap! Jesse, you gotta do something, it must be an 
estate agent. He's listing the house! Listen, go spill 
something on her or her papers or something, buy me a 
minute to get John to call the pub looking for Cecil to tell 
him the good news." 

"On it," Jesse said and hung up abruptly as I spun my 
bracelet around, touched the Thought Stone, and focused on 
pushing an idea into John's mind. 

Jesse called back a few minutes later, just as my meal 
arrived, to tell me that John had called the pub looking for 
Cecil, and that the woman in the suit had taken her soggy 
papers had left in a bit of a huff shortly after the end of the 
phone call. 


I smiled mischievously as I dug into my meal. 



CHAPTER XV 


The Family Tree 
Oban, Scotland 

The cold days, weeks, and months of winter rolled by and 
soon the days were getting longer and warmer. The bulbs 
buried beneath the earth pushed green spears into the 
watercolor world of spring in Scotland, and with them 
arrived other beneficiaries. 

Our "meetings" had become regular weekly occurrences 
at The Tree. We'd fallen into an easy routine of gathering 
late on Saturday nights to play poker, sample Clem's new 
desserts, have a nightcap, and compare notes on 
prospective beneficiaries. We didn't have a name, we didn't 
have a president or a leader, we didn't take minutes or make 
up by-laws; we just helped people. 

One of the easiest ways to help folks was to make small 
donations here and there to existing fund-raising drives. 
We'd helped a girl who needed a new wheelchair, a man 
who got behind on his mortgage after some unexpected 
medical bills, and a woman who had to choose between 
medication for herself and surgery for her dog, and others in 
similar financially tight situations. All of which was lovely, 
but never felt like it was making a huge difference. 

So far, we had no ability to invest the ten million or so in 
gold and gems sitting in my safe downstairs without raising 
questions no one wanted to answer, so growing the money 
hadn't been possible...To my mind we needed to use the 
money to help larger groups of people instead of just 
individuals, but doing that would burn through the gold 
faster, and once it was gone that was it - no more helping 
people. There was a way though, a way to help more people 



and possibly invest the money so it would last for decades 
and I intended to broach the subject at tonight's "meeting". 

I just needed to clear it with Aza first. 

I'd discovered that by using the Thought Stone I could 
have a mental phone call of sorts with her since she could 
use the power of the stone from anywhere. 

Aza? Are you there? 

Yes child. I hear you. 

I'd like to share the story of The Orb with my friends. I 
think we can use the pieces to help people, but I need to tell 
my friends about them so that they understand how my 
plan will work. 

What is It you want from me? 

Your permission, I suppose. 

You do not need my permission. The pieces are yours 
now. 1 tried to save the world by destroying The Orb 
however I believe now that the world and The Orb need 
each other to balance one another. If you can find a use for 
the pieces that brings balance, then that is what you must 
do. 

Thank you, Aza. How are you? Are you having fun? 

Fun? Yes. Yes, I am having fun. I am having amusement. I 
have found a substance that I can paint over my skin to 
make it appear plain, like yours. It allows me to mingle. I 
am in a line to ride what is called a Roller Coaster at a place 
called Magic Mountain in what you call California. / have 
ridden one already, but this one is the biggest, at least that 
is what the sign said. 

You're riding Full Throttle.^.^.^ Holy carp, Aza! Tm glad you 
already know what flying is like! What are you doing for 
money? Those rides aren't free. 

I do not need money. I explain to the people's minds that 
they want to let me play for free, she explained with child¬ 
like innocence. 

Aza, you go on and have a brilliant time. I want to hear 
all about it next time you visit, was all I could think, I mean 



she had a point, if they knew who she was they would want 
her to play for free out of fear alone. And then she was gone 
from inside my mind, and I felt lonely for a moment, but 
then I remembered my plan and that I needed to make sure I 
had it all clear in my head before tonight's meeting. 

Late that night we sat around our table as usual. Clem, 
Cassie, Jesse, and Alasdair were chatting amongst 
themselves while I sat silently turning over thoughts in my 
mind looking at all the angles and twirling the Trinity Ring. 

"Laura...Laura! Hey, Laura!" said Jesse as he rapped my 
tea mug loudly on the table in front of me trying to bring me 
out of my trance. 

"Dude! What?" 

"What planet were you on?" 

"One where a girl can have a thought without people 
gettin' all bijigity. Sheesh." I said and looked at the faces 
staring at me from around the table as I took a gulp of my 
tea resolving to just bite the bullet and speak my, possibly 
cracked, mind. 

"Look, I have to tell you all something," I began. "Jesse 
already knows about it, but the rest of you, well, I want to 
tell you a story..." 

Jesse raised both his eyebrows in surprise trying to read 
my thoughts and figure out what I was about to do. I saw 
him watch my hand unclasp my Hexensteine bracelet and 
lay it on the table in front of me. I watched as he registered 
what I was about to do. His eyebrows nearly reached his 
hairline and he mouthed, "NO!" 

I slid the Trinity Ring off my finger and laid it next to the 
bracelet, followed by the necklace Alasdair had made for 
me. I'd been thinking about the easiest way to begin and 
had decided to catch all their attention using the copper 
Cruth-atharraich. I knew only those with Aza's blood could 
control the pieces of The Orb so I needed something 
everyone could see. I knew from past experience The 



Scrying Sliver and Sprit Stone wouldn't work since Jesse 
couldn't see what I could summon to them. The power of 
the Trinity Ring and the Hexensteine would probably freak 
folks out without a little preamble, but a little 
transmogrification might be just the thing. 

Everyone was looking from me to the jewelry pieces I'd 
laid on the table. They watched as I picked up the necklace 
and held the pendant towards the ceiling by the bail 
between the index finger and thumb of my right hand. They 
gasped in unison as the copper strand began to unravel 
itself from around the Scrying Silver and the Spirit Stone 
and pool on the table into a burnished puddle as I'd 
commanded it to do by picturing the evolution. They all 
leaned in and cocked their heads from side to side as the 
puddle morphed into the shape of a dragonfly before their 
eyes and then they all nearly fell off their chairs when its 
delicate, filigree wings began to flutter. 

I smiled as I picked up the fluttering copper dragonfly 
and rested it in the palm of Clementine's hand, enjoying the 
magical spell it cast on everyone as she passed it around the 
table from person to person. When it came back to me I 
placed it in the center of the table and met everyone's eyes 
one by one before beginning my tale. 

Two hours and an eighteen-year-old bottle of Scotland's 
finest later, my story ended. The silence that followed was 
expected, but the shock of discovering another descendant 
of Aza was electrifying. 

Clem reached over and picked up the dragonfly as 
everyone sat mentally chewing on and digesting the 
information I'd just shared with them about Aza, The Orb, 
and my plans to use the pieces on the table along with the 
Jacobite Gold to fund a...well...a...Revolution. 

I saw the mark on her left wrist as she turned her hand 
over to receive the dragonfly from the fingertips of her right 
hand. Its significance registered a heartbeat before the 
Cruth-atharraich began to change in her palm causing her to 
scream and drop the half-formed shape onto the table. I 



jumped up and ran over to her, grabbing her wrist to inspect 
the strawberry-red birthmark atop her radial artery with one 
hand and the Cruth-atharraich with the other. 

"Noway! Clem! You're a descendant of Aza!" I exclaimed 
excitedly. "This birthmark, it's one of the marks I told you all 
about, the birthmarks, the eye color, the hair color...all 
physical manifestations of Aza's genes. I should have 
thought of it with all those red curls and your green eyes like 
mine, but it never occurred to me. What were you thinking 
about when you held the dragonfly?" I asked as I released 
her wrist and studied the new shape in my fingertips. 

"I, I, I was thinking of a copper candy pot I have in my 
kitchen. I just love the way it glows, like the dragonfly was." 

"Try again," I said placing the mangled shape into her 
hand. "Think of your pot and let the copper do its thing." 

Everyone watched as the metal in Clem's palm 
transformed into a miniature wide-mouthed copper bowl 
with two handles on either side. 

"Is that it? Is that your bowl?" I asked. 

"That's it! It's a teeny tiny dollhouse version of my candy 
pot!" 

Alasdair plucked the bowl from her hands and placed it in 
the palm of his own hand. We all laughed as he furrowed his 
brow trying to make the shape change. Cassie tried next 
and nothing happened for her either. 

"Welcome to the Normal Club," said Jesse to Alasdair and 
Cassie, from the head of our little table. 

"Who you calling abnormal?" I asked with a raised 
eyebrow. 

"If the jewelry fits. Darling," he replied raising his glass of 
root beer and winking in my direction at the other end of the 
table. 

"Speaking of which...Clem, you up for an experiment?" I 
asked caught up in the excitement of finding a new cousin 
and temporarily forgetting about the rest of my plan. 

"Ummm, sure?" she replied with a wide-eyed look. 



"Here, this green stone is the Thought Stone. Touch it 
and think Aza's name. See if you can speak to her." 

Clem touched the stone and held my hand as we both 
spoke Aza's name in our minds and I pictured her image. 

Clementine's eyes widened into serving charger sized 
circles as Aza's voice sounded in our minds. 

Clementine, is it? And you know Laura? I must see this 
for myself 

Suddenly the voice was silent and Clem and I looked into 
each other's eyes wondering what that last sentence meant. 

The door from the kitchen suddenly flew open and in 
strode Aza in all her naked, Monet's Giverny era, painted 
glory. She walked straight towards Clementine and hugged 
her. 

"Bonsoir, ma fille!" she said with all the excitement of a 
child on Christmas. "Tell me, where is your mark?" 

Clem looked at me in confusion. 

"She means the mark of her blood. Your birthmark on 
your wrist." I said looking at Clem's hand. 

Aza grabbed the wrist my eyes rested upon and pulled up 
Clementine's sleeve. 

"Ah, the color of my hair. You are one of the red ones. 
Laura is one of the green ones with her eyes. Others, like 
Laura's daughter, are of the purple like my eyes," explained 
Aza staring at and stroking the almost heart shaped 
strawberry red mark beneath Clementine's left thumb. 

Suddenly she turned to me, her eyes flashing in 
emotion...fear, anger...I wasn't sure. 

"Child, I fear your plans will destroy you! I have met the 
people you are thinking of faire la guerre, to make the war, 
against. They are evil and they are strong. Even without 
The Orb, and my brothers to manipulate them, these people 
have become what I sought to prevent." 

It dawned upon me that she was of course reading the 
thoughts of everyone in the room and had latched onto the 
shadowy thread of the conversation lost in the excitement of 
Clem's ancestral discovery. I saw the joy drain from Aza's 



face as she saw the picture of what I wanted to do unfold in 
my mind, the only mind which contained the images of the 
entire plan. 

"Aza, don't worry. What you're seeing is the end game, 
the goal. If one part of my plan fails or alters the path, we 
may not reach my ambitions. 

"That is the one thing The Orb could never do, it could 
never show me the future. Like you, I saw a world consumed 
by all the wrong things and wanted to save it. Alas, I am 
afraid it does not want to be saved. But if you are going to 
fight this battle, I am with you." 

Suddenly remembering we were not alone, that we had 
been having this conversation in front of everyone, I figured 
it was time to come clean about my plans. I was going to 
need everyone present, and then some, if we were going to 
pull it off. 


May 4*^1, 2015 
Scotland 

AM drove Clem and me to Glasgow to catch our 23:40 
sleeper train to London, while Jesse and Cassie held down 
The Tree. Not used to sitting in the backseat of any car, 
ever, I sat in silence staring out the window as the sun 
disappeared into the horizon behind us, waiting for Alasdair 
or Clem to speak first, or change the bloody station from the 
droning talk radio program that was on when I got in the car. 
The host's topic of the day was the anti-vaccine movement 
and autism. I couldn't listen to the mishmash of random 
theories and half-cooked “facts" without my blood boiling so 
I did what everyone does - stared out the window and kept 
my mouth shut. But my brain wouldn't let it go. If mercury 
causes vaccine-induced autism, why isn't everyone in Japan 
autistic? They eat more mercury-laden fish than any other 
nation. Do anti-vaxxers refuse to eat fish? Where are we 
getting our autism numbers anyway? Are we creating a 



condition to treat because it's a profit center? There have 
aiways been peopie with brain damage and mentai iiiness - 
but now we caii them autistic. We aiso caii anyone who 
doesn't fit into a very specific, very smaii box - autistic, if 
there are therapies that heip kids iead happier iives - then 
by aii means, try them. But this knee-jerk diagnosis of 
ADHD, ADD, and Autism Spectrum Disorder on every chiid 
who doesn't fit the rigid definition of NORMAL - as defined 
by the same profession who brought you chiidcare workers 
who practiced satanic rituai abuse on their students - is that 
NORMAL?? A hundred years ago, fifty years ago, even 
twenty-five years ago - kids got to be kids. We didn't caii 
them autistic if they iiked to spend their free time 
daydreaming about fairies or hyper-focused on buiiding 
things. They iived on farms or in neighborhood 
communities, they had chores, they ran, piayed, rode bikes, 
buiit tree houses and forts. Gentler souis hung out in the 
barns and pastures, by the streams, or inside the house 
reading, painting, and putting on concerts with imaginary 
friends. They went to schooi but stiii had time after schooi 
to work, piay, expiore, take things apart, and buiid things. 
Kids got to be who they were. They exercised their brains 
and their bodies and they siept to recharge. Now kids do 
nothing but piay video games, piay sports from the time 
they can waik, and study to take eight-two different 
standardized tests meant to pigeon-hoie them. Their 
parents feed them frozen meais, iet them suck vaporized 
chemicais into their iungs, and ignore them staying up aii 
night piaying video games whiie chugging caffeine shots - 
because kids are Just an accessory, something you have but 
don't work to raise and educate, especiaiiy if it infringes on 
your "me time", is it any wonder that many kids don't fit 
exactiy in the rigidiy constructed, skinny, perfectiy circuiar 
hoie that society has defined as NORMAL, and are thereafter 
defined as broken and in need of medication and 
reprogramming? Of course, kids are going to have behavior 
issues when their parents don't teach them right from 



wrong. Of course, some kids are going to be different from 
what shrinks have defined as NORMAL. That doesn't mean 
they aii need to be drugged into submission, it doesn't 
mean that a measies vaccine made them that way. We 
used to embrace individuaiity, now we just want everyone 
to be the same - get on the conveyor be it, move through 
the stations of iife exactiy iike everyone eise. if you don't 
iike sports and video games - you're broken, if you don't 
iike eye-contact but iove spending time with animais and 
trying to protect the environment - you're broken, if you 
are fascinated with music to the exciusion of everything eise 

- you're broken, if you don't show affection to your parents 

- you're broken, if you drink booze or eat pot brownies to 
try to quiet anxiety about not fitting in, you're broken - 
forget the fact society deemed you abnormai, creating the 
anxiety in the first piace. But it's totaiiy okay to take mind- 
aitering pharmaceuticais prescribed by a doctor and for your 
parents to go through a six-pack a night, insurance-covered 
Ritaiin and Prozac for every chiid and by-five-get-one-free on 
wine and beer for every aduitH! Pretty soon, everyone 
whose parents and teachers don't want to deai with them 
being "different" wiii Just be put on the Spectrum and 
medicated - and if that faiis, they'ii have the diagnosis in 
their fiie which means it's totaiiy iegit for iaw enforcement 
and schooi administration to abuse them, because you 
know, they're broken anyway. And if aii that faiis, park them 
in front of a vioient video game and iet them iive out their 
days murdering virtuai peopie - because that's totaiiy 
acceptabie and normai. Which comes first? The trauma of 
rejection and abuse in a chiid's worid that causes a 
differentiy-wired brain and iife-iong struggies, or a 
differentiy-wired brain that causes the chiidren to be 
rejected and abused by aduits seeking societies newest 
definition of normai? What couid aii these kids over the iast 
five decades, myseif inciuded, have become if the aduits 
and aiieged friends in our iives hadn't dismissed us because 



i/i/e cared about things other than rote memorization, "being 
cooi", money, and power. 

About thirty minutes into our two-hour drive, just as my 
brain was reaching critical mass, AM reached forward, turned 
off the radio, and spoke. 

"You're a few pence short of a pound! You know that, 
don't you?" he said glaring at me in the rearview mirror. 

"Yeah, I've heard variations on that theme for decades," I 
said with a smile as I recalled the nearly five decades of 
battles that had given me my psychological-scar armor. I 
laughed to myself as I realized my obsessive-compulsive 
tendencies, and constant searching for patterns in the chaos 
probably made me a candidate for The Spectrum. Guess it's 
a good thing Grandma and the four horseparents of the 
apocaiypse didn't even care enough to try to normaiize me 
back in the '70s and '80s. They hated me, but as iong as i 
stayed out of the way, i was off their radar. Funny thing is, if 
i'd been a psychopath wiiiing to screw peopie for profit - 
they'd have aii been proud of me and bragged of my 
achievements. What's it say about a worid that worships 
abusers and abuses kind peopie? 

I interrupted my own thoughts and said, "Look, the risk is 
minimal using the Thought Stone. I'm just going to nudge 
him to do what we want done - convert the gold to cash," I 
said jerking my thumb towards the boot of his car. "By the 
time we've left with our money, minus his ample 
commission, he won't have any reason to question what just 
happened. He'll be a wee bit confused, but he'll buy himself 
a new pair of shoes and forget all about it. There's no way to 
trace the gold to us, and by the time he meets me I won't 
look anything like my real self so any description he gives 
anyone would send them on a wild goose chase. Clem won't 
be there, so I'm the only one exposed to risk. The only thing 
Clem has to do is sign the charitable foundation documents 
with me so it's set up properly and, once we get to the bank 
with the cash to open the account, make sure she's listed as 



a co-signer on the account. That's so mundane the only 
thing I may need to do is "convince" the bank manager not 
to ask too many questions about the suitcase full of bills I 
"inherited from my crazy, shut-in, spinster auntie who 
stuffed her money in the walls", I said using air quotes to 
make my point. "Which reminds me, Clem, we're going to 
need to spend some quality time aging those bills before 
hitting the bank." 

"Not a problem. A pot of tea, a bathtub, a misting bottle, 
old-fashioned grape-stomp, and a hairdryer ought to do the 
trick," she said with a grin turning around in the front 
passenger seat to face me. "Don't worry about AM, he's just 
got his boxers in a bunch over us girls having all the fun." 

The only response we got was a deeply guttural, 
uniquely Scottish, sound of disgust. 

Clem popped the USB plug from her iPod into the car's 
stereo and we drove on to the sound of the Saturday Night 
Fever soundtrack. You should be dancin', yeah! 

We arrived at the train station with about thirty minutes 
to spare, rolling our reasons for having to take the train 
along behind us down the platform. We'd emptied the safe 
in the restaurant of everything but a few single-ounce bars 
of gold and all the loose gems. I now pulled two carry-on 
sized suitcases packed with gold ingots packed in quilters' 
batting to cut down on clinking, had a backpack slung over 
my right shoulder containing clothes and toiletries, and a 
messenger bag purse bumping my butt as I walked. Clem 
pulled a third small suitcase with one hand, a duffle bag on 
wheels with the other, both packed the same as mine, and 
her own enormous messenger bag was strapped across her 
chest containing a small purse and outfits for the next 
couple of days. Quite a pair we were. If anyone knew how 
little clothing we'd actually brought on this trip they never 
would have believed we were women! 

Our single berth cabins were right next to each other so 
we rolled up to our car together. Now came the tough part - 



getting the heavy cases up into the train without drawing 
attention or leaving them alone for any amount of time. 
Clem hoisted her suitcase over the gap and up onto the floor 
of the car so that the handle was towards her, then used 
both hands to do the same to the duffle bag, and set off to 
her cabin in single file with her bags, pushing the suitcase 
and pulling the duffle. I followed suit with my cases, 
muttering, as some couple ogled my struggle, about never 
needing to bring this many shoes on holiday ever again 
eliciting a smile from the man. 

Clem had waited for me down the hall. After I caught up, 
we opened our doors, gave each other a wink, and in a 
synchronized movement, wheeled our treasure into our 
respective cabins. 

As previously agreed, Clem and I met outside the cabins 
after we'd secured the bags and pulled out our small purses. 
Glancing about to make sure no one was coming, I pulled 
my pendant from under my t-shirt and gave the Cruth- 
atharraich instructions. It unwound itself from the Scrying 
Silver and Sprit Stone, and settled in my right hand where it 
split itself into two equal pieces. Clem took one piece and 
we both held our hands under the keyholes in our cabin 
doors. The Cruth-atharraich pieces flowed from our palms 
into the keyholes, solidified, and turned itself to the right, 
locking both doors. Only a small glimmer of copper could be 
seen blocking the way for any other key that would try to 
enter. 

We grinned at each other wickedly as we walked towards 
the lounge car to unwind a little. I touched the Thought 
Stone and said silently to her. It's a good thing they don't 
scan bags getting onto trains like they do airplanes. 

Sitting across from Clementine, who was engrossed in a 
medieval French pastry book, I swirled the amber liquid in 
my glass, lost in my thoughts about the next day. I went 
through my mental checklist again trying to make sure I'd 
not overlooked anything. 



Disembark at Euston, cab to hotel well before 9 a.m. 
Clem and / have adjoining rooms in our own names, plus 
access to a third on my side that, thanks to my cousin 
Oliver, will be magically booked by a Mr. Plumleigh whom no 
one will remember checking in, but will definitely be a 
registered guest when Lordsmith inquires with the front 
desk. Make-up and wig - check. Lordsmith arrives at 10 
a.m., Clem will be at the market picking up the materials we 
need to age the money overnight, items conveniently so 
normal no one would ever question their purchase, so she 
can never be connected in any way with Lordsmith. I, as Mr. 
Plumleigh's Executive Assistant, sent to complete the 
transaction, will never be seen out and about in my disguise 
so no record will exist on CCTV or private security camera. 
The afternoon and early evening will be spent out and about 
doing touristy stuff as if that's why we came to London, and 
then we'a check out so we can head back to Scotland, this 
time to Edinburgh, on the 23:50 Sleeper, with our dingy 
pound notes, to meet with the attorney, or is it solicitor? I 
can't ever remember what they call them here, where we 
will sign the foundation documents before going across the 
street to open the foundation bank account with "Auntie 
Mabel's" legacy. I opened my purse to check the zippered 
back pocket where I kept my US passport, and the will and 
death certificate for "Mable" that Oliver made for me - 
should be sufficient to answer any questions, especially with 
the help of the Thought Stone I thought. 

Opening my purse had been enough to pull Clem from 
her book. She yawned and stretched in her seat. I hit the 
home button on my phone and saw it was nearly 1 a.m. 

"Time to hit the rack?" I asked. 

"Yup, I'm beat." 

We walked back to our cabins, turned our heads to the 
left and to the right to make sure no one saw us as we asked 
the Cruth-atharraich to unlock our doors and remove itself 
from the lock. Clementine handed me the piece that 



slithered from her door, but I told her to keep it in case she 
needed it between now and when we got home - no ensuite 
bathrooms onboard the Caledonian sleepers! 

She laid the small copper blob over the artery at the base 
of her left hand and asked it to become a thin bangle around 
her wrist. With a grin and a wink, we strode into our cabins. 

I texted Jesse we were underway and looking forward to 
having some girl time in London shopping and visiting 
museums - take that NSA - nothin' to see here! Pulled on my 
PJs and climbed onto my bunk. Not a fan sleeping anywhere 
other than my own bed I needed to focus on something 
other than all the strange, new noises coming from the 
rocking, swaying train, so popped some earbuds into my 
iPod and put my mind to work thinking about things I 
needed to do, hoping it would get bored and power down to 
sleep. The first thing that popped into my mind was. E-mail 
the girls, you owe them all a juicy, newsy email about life in 
Scotland... 

But rather than begin composing said email, my brain 
decided to go back in time and recall how we'd all met and 
how close we'd all become. 

The girls, are all, in fact, cousins of mine - just very 
distantly related ones. Barb and Myra are sisters in Texas. 
They, along with Jo in Washington State, are related to me 
through my Black and Houlard lines. I'd come across a 
family tree Jo's mom had put up online and sent her an 
email asking if she'd like to share information; that email led 
me to a whole leafy branch of the descendants of Anna 
Black and Joe Hullar. There are four generations - the elders, 
the sons, the girls, and the daughters. I grouped them all by 
age, not generation. Jo's mom was one of the elders - a 
group of three cousins, all women who'd known each other 
growing up in Syracuse. Because of the way things work 
out, I was actually more closely related to this group even 
though they were older than my own mother. The oldest of 



the elders had two sons, one of which had two daughters, 
Barb and Myra - both my age. Jo was the daughter of one of 
the elders and the youngest of us "girls". Both Jo and I had 
daughters close in age who made up the last group - the 
daughters. The girls - Barb, Myra, Jo, and myself began 
emailing and sharing old family photos, and over the years 
supported each other through illness, relocations, pet 
deaths, and the general drama of life, becoming good 
friends in the process. 

Then my mind jumped to my other cousins, brother and 
sister, Oliver and Daisy, English cousins through my Aitkin 
line out of Manchester. Both are roughly my age, and again, 
it began as emails requesting help fleshing out the family 
tree and turned into a brilliant friendship, without which I 
wouldn't be on this train right now. 

Oliver and Jesse had hit if off over their shared love of all 
things geeky - D&D, computer games, etc., but where Jesse 
had focused on Biochemistry as a career, Oliver became one 
with computer code. He was a hacker, plain and simple. It 
was a game to him, one he enjoyed and excelled at, so of 
course I'd contacted him about some help with this trip to 
London and he'd been more than happy to help. 

I'd not wanted to just blurt it out over the phone or write 
it in an email - even sending it in a note card made me 
nervous, so one day, while doing chores around the pub, I 
found myself thinking of ways to send a coded message. I 
took one of my usual trips down a string of conscience 
thought process - codes, spies, war. World War II, Grandpa 
Ed....GRANDPA ED! Of course! He'd know a way to send a 
secret message without going online having been born 
before computers even existed. No time like the present, I 
thought as I dropped the dishes in the warm soapy water, 
dried my hands on a dishtowel, and pulled the Sprit Stone 
from under my shirt. 

"Grandpa. Grandpa! You there?" 



"Laura, hello. How are you? How long has it been since 
we spoke last?" 

Grateful that the spirits always seemed to retain some 
memory of my previous summoning of them so I didn't have 
to explain it over and over each time I called them, I 
launched into my reason for calling him. 

"It's not been too long, only a few weeks. Listen, I'm up 
to some mischief and have a question for you...l need to 
send a coded message to a friend, any suggestions?" 

Grandpa died long before email, texting, and social 
media so his answer was exactly the simple, low-tech type of 
idea I was looking for. 

"Well, let's see. There are one-time pads, but those can 
be troublesome. Book ciphers are an option if you both have 
access to the same book, the same exact printing of the 
book. A Playfair cipher is just maddening. No, I would go 
with a book cipher if you can manage it. It's simple, yet 
secure - just don't use something as common as a bible." 

"A book cipher, huh? Okay, I think I can do that." I said 
as my mind drifted off contemplating the ways I could make 
that happen. 

"Laura! What are you up to? Nothing dangerous, I 
hope!" chided Grandpa snapping me from my thoughts. 

"No Grandpa, nothing dangerous." I lied with a wink. 

"Humph! Well, Granddaughter, be careful," he said 
knowing from experience it was impossible to steer me from 
a course once I was on it. "How are my great-granddaughter 
and my grandson?" 

"Oh, they're fine," I said and proceeded to tell him all 
about Lexie's adventures working with the horses in 
Switzerland and Brent's days working construction in 
Hawaii. 

My attempt at clandestine communication had been so 
crude, I imagined Oliver laughing when he got my "letter" a 
week or so after randomly receiving the ancient book I'd 
found at the charity shop near The Tree - Historic Giris by 



E.S. Brooks, published in 1887. The note I included with the 
book indicated it was just a fun homage to our discussions 
on the origins of female comic book super heroes and I 
received a "Thank you" text with a smiley face a few days 
later. I hoped at the time he'd be able to figure out the book 
was actually the key to communicating to him what I 
needed, without doing it over the phone or email. I 
intertwined my fingers behind my head and smiled in the 
dark at the memory of creating that letter. 

Using the book as a key for a cipher. I'd written my first 
message asking for help, in good ol' English on a single 
piece of paper torn from my order pad (didn't need to leave 
any pressure impressions on other pieces of paper in the 
pad). I needed to #1 find a gold broker with no scruples, 
and #2 book a room at our hotel under the name Mr. 
Plumleigh and have it appear as if he'd checked in. I knew 
someday I'd have to explain all this to Oliver, but for now I 
also knew he'd be game to go along with whatever I asked, 
mostly because it would be fun. 

Next, I chose letters on specific pages of the book that 
corresponded to letters in my message. Each letter of the 
message was transformed into a six-digit number by 
randomly flipping through the book - three digits for the 
page number 001 through 225, and three digits for the 
letter on the page 001 through 999. I knew he'd figure out 
the 3x3 code since the number of pages in the book would 
establish the maximum digits I could use for the first part of 
the cipher, the letter on the page would then logically be 
limited a three-digit number. 

I wrote the numbers onto a piece of grid paper and tossed 
the original message into the fire. 

Need London gold broker who asks no questions Need 
reservation and check in at Hardison inn Covent Garden Mr. 
Eustace Plumleigh connecting room, became a string of 
numbers that started: 


021033060024069080109017 




One hundred and eighteen letters in the message, times 
six digits to encode each letter, equaled a seven hundred 
and eight-digit cipher - not pretty! It took up nearly an 
entire sheet of graph paper. I thought for a moment that I'd 
further encode it by changing all the digits to their 
corresponding letter in the alphabet and making it appear to 
be a word search, but the zeros posed a problem - to leave 
them as zeros would confuse them with "o"s. To notate them 
as zeros with a diagonal line through them would negate the 
illusion of a word search. Plus, I'd only end up using the 
letters A through I. Since my numbers only went up to nine, 
I had no way of using double digit letters. I considered, 
briefly, very briefly, going back and recoding it using page 
and letter numbers with no zeros, or trying to find a way to 
use letters beyond /, but decided to save that for my next 
cipher as the thought was just too depressing! 

I signed the bottom of the graph paper message with my 
usual stylized "L", folded it into a random Easter card I found 
in the bottom of my secretary, and tossed it into the 
outgoing mail pile. Even if it got lost in the mail and some 
random person came across it, they'd never, in a million 
years, be able to crack it! 

Three days after sending the card to Oliver, I got a text 
from him. 

"Cute card. Happy Easter to you too. Enjoy your trip to 
London." 

So, you figured it out, you cheeky boy. I'd thought to 
myself. 

Oliver, as it turned out, had more than figured it out. 
He'd found someone who could be persuaded to turn our 
gold into much lighter to carry bills and told him to meet Mr. 
Plumleigh at the Armory Square Hotel, 10 a.m., the 5th of 
May....and he'd let me know all this by sending me a book of 
his own. 



I'd received a package from him a couple days after the 
text arrived. It was a book, A History of Scotland Volume //, 
by William Robertson, D.D., Principal of the University of 
Edinburgh, and Historiographer to His Majesty for Scotland, 
published in 1791. 

Well played, Oliver, I had thought to myself as I opened 
the card expecting to find a book cipher to decode. 

Hah! So naive! I thought to myself as the train rumbled 
along. 

The card with the book had been just a simple thank you 
card. There was nothing inside. A pre-printed "Thank you" 
on the outside and completely blank inside - not even a 
signature. I'd tucked it into the book, tossed the wrapping it 
came in, and gotten back to work printing and mailing 
checks to vendors while Jesse ran things out front. The book 
had sat forgotten until I started cleaning up the desk before 
heading to bed after Jesse had poked his head in to say 
everyone was gone and he was doing the last bit of clean 
up. I'd picked it up and tucked it under my arm so I could 
carry my tea mug and handful of outgoing mail in my hands. 

I knew there was more to this book business and planned on 
unraveling it upstairs. 

Alright Cousin, I thought to myself sitting cross-legged on 
my bed, in my PJs after showering, while Jesse took the dogs 
out for a last wee before bed. What sneaky tricks are you up 
to? 

I examined the cover of the book, which while rubbed and 
scuffed with age was incredibly tight. The corners of the 
board backing bent in at the tips forming little parrot beak¬ 
like hooks around the edges of the pages, but there was no 
lifting of the leather and strange faux wood grained paper 
that covered it. I flipped through the pages to see if he'd 
stuck a coded note between them - delicate work 



considering the age of the book and the surprisingly stiff 
binding. 

As I flipped through the pages I realized the book was 
divided into two parts - the actual history of Scotland 
occupied pages 1-120, while an Appendix took up the final 
two thirds of the book, but began again at page 1 and ran 
for 260 pages. How on Earth could he use this book as a 
cipher key when I'll never know which page one he means? 

I was about to give up, thinking it was in fact just a gift, 
when I noticed the card again. The nearly blank Thank you 
card sat on the bed beside my right knee. I picked it up, 
opened it up, turned it over and saw nothing but the pre¬ 
printed, generic "Thank you" on the front of the card. 
Suddenly I wondered if he'd had the same idea I'd had about 
the alpha-numeric substitution! I grabbed a piece of scratch 
paper from my nightstand and started at the beginning. 

T H A N KYO U 

became 

20 8 1 14 11 25 15 21 

Using the 3x3 rule I came up with: 

208 811 411 251 521 

That left me with two-page number/letter number 
combinations and an extra three digits; I checked out pages 
208 and 411 just in case, but figured it was a dead end 
when I saw nothing of any interest on them. 

I tried adding in zeros to make all the alpha-numeric 
translations a uniform two-digit number. I came up with: 


200 801 141 125 152 1 



The extra 1 at the end made me think he was referring to 
the first part of the book, not the appendix, but that section 
only went up to page 120, finding letters on pages 200 and 
141 wasn't going to happen. 

1 resorted it and separated the first '2' from the string of 
numbers thinking that it was denoting the appendix. Now I 
had: 

2 008 011 411 251 521 

Still not gonna happen. There was no page 411 and I was 
getting nothing but two single letters any way I played with 
this. 

I looked back at the words on the card. Thank you. Eight 
letters. 4x4. One page, one letter. Yeah well, this book Isn't 
long enough to have a four-digit page number, I thought to 
myself as I looked back at the original numbers I'd created 
from the letters in the words "thank" and "you". But wait, I 
thought, then continued out loud, "what if it is that simple, 
one page, what if I just need to find one page." 

Oliver knew about my OCD need to add up any numbers I 
see into one single digit number. The time on my clock - 
7:52, became 14 which is actually 5, Highway 211 was 4, a 
93% on a test is 3....He and Jesse had a good laugh about it 
once when I told them while trying to gain some geek cred 
for doing nerdy things...Turns out it's not nerdy, it's just 
weird. 

I looked back at my original notes. Zeros wouldn't matter 
if I were just adding the numbers so I didn't bother to use 
them. 2+8 + 1 + 1+4+1 + 1 + 2 + 5 + 1 + 5 + 2 + 1 = 34 and 

3+4 = 7....Page 7! But which page 7? Who the hell cares, 
there are only two! 

I turned to the first page 7. My eyes fell upon the last 
words on the page "...but acted as a spy upon the Scottish..." 
and I smiled. Codes and ciphers and spies had gone hand- 



in-hand for centuries, probably millennia. This had to be the 
page. I wondered to myself if Oliver had noticed these 
words as well. Of course, he did, my brain snickered. 

I examined the page for anything out of the ordinary. No 
notes in the margin, nothing when I held it up to the light to 
peer through the paper itself. I pulled the boards back 
against each other like a butterfly folding its wings together 
to inspect the binding and that's when I noticed it. A small 
black plastic sliver not much bigger than a grain of rice 
imbedded between the pages, in the spine of the book. 
Plastic not being de rigueur for the 18th Century, I took it as 
confirmation of my prize. 

Using the fingernails of my thumb and middle finger I 
grasped the shiny black strip of plastic, wriggled it and 
pulled it out. A micro memory card, you ciever bastard! 

Jesse walked in with the dogs sprinting past him to 
pounce on their bed hoping for some bit of warm spot to still 
be there, and caught me with a cat who ate the canary look 
on my face. "What's up wife?", he asked warily. 

"Where's that microchip adaptor thing?" I asked as I 
jumped off the bed and started rummaging through the tiny 
drawers in the secretary where I kept bits and bobs I was 
afraid to ever throw away for fear of not having them in 
exactly these types of situations. 

"Whyyyyy?", he asked cautiously as he eyed the scraps of 
paper on the bed I'd been filling with letters and numbers 
while he'd been out with the dogs. 

"Not sure yet," I said as I found it in a little baggie with 
some ancient phone chargers and sticky neon page tabs. 

I picked up the micro card from the spot on my 
nightstand where I'd left it and popped it into the adaptor. 
The adaptor would fit into any computer or camera or phone 
or even car with a memory card slot, but since my phone 
didn't have one and neither did my car, I was down to my 
computer or my camera. Computer it is then... 



I double clicked the memory card icon that appeared on 
my desktop and a cartoon head of Oliver exploded in a 
virtual confetti shower, all over my screen then reassembled 
itself to congratulate me on "blowing his mind" and solving 
the puzzle. 

"How long did it take you?" it asked. "Come on, you can 
tell me," he chuckled. 

"What the hell?", asked Jesse? 

"Oh, Oliver's just being a smartass. I asked him for some 
help on something and this is his response." 

I hadn't told Jesse and the others much about my plan for 
the Alexander Benevolent Society, named for my 8th great¬ 
grandfather who died protecting it, beyond wanting to set it 
up as a charity to help those in need using the Jacobite gold. 

I hadn't wanted to put the cart before the horse in case we'd 
never be able to convert the gold, but if this memory card 
held the name of a person who could help me bring my idea 
to life. I'd have to come clean. And soon. 

"There are three files on this card, besides my Max 
Headroom loveliness here. One with the name you asked for 
- and that's all set up by the way in case you didn't get that 
from my text. Two is instructions for three, which has a little 
present for you so you never have to write out all those 
numbers again! My goodness, that must have taken you 
forever. Clever girl though. I'll give you that. Old books are a 
good way to go," said his animated head with a wink before 
it disappeared by rolling off screen leaving me viewing a 
window containing the three files on the memory card. 

I double clicked on the file labeled "No 2" and read the 
instructions for his cipher application. 

It was called Jinn, although I only knew that from reading 
the instructions, that name appeared nowhere in the app 
itself. It was a hidden app within a game app he built called 
1001 Nights. He ran both apps from his own server in his 
home. To anyone digging around from the outside it just 
seemed like a hobby gamer had made an app used by a few 



people probably helping him test it. The game wasn't 
available to anyone except those with whom we shared it. 
There was no way for anyone to know of it beyond us, and 
with everyone focused on monitoring social media, email, 
and general web usage, the tiny bits of a game application's 
data being sent over Wi-Fi or mobile spectrum wasn't 
enough to even register on spy agencies' radars. The game 
itself was fully functioning, playable on most iOS devices 
and the instructions explained how to load it onto my cell 
phone by attaching my phone to my computer using a USB 
cable and launching the software from the SDcard, or by 
using a microSDcard-to-Lightening dongle. It offered a 
treasure seeking adventure game to the casual observer, but 
tap or click on the Jinn figure lurking in the background of 
the first level cave, and a new app would open showing the 
player a bookcase filled with books. The books were placed 
on the bookcase, cover facing out instead of spine out, so 
you could easily see the titles - Descriptive iiiustrated Guide 
Book of Watkins Gien and Its Romantic Surroundings, 
Rubaiyat of Omar Khayyam, Book of Nursing by Clara S. 
Weeks, The Garden: A Pocket Manual of Practical 
Horticulture, The French Wine and Liquor Manufacturer by 
John Rack, and the already familiar Historic Girls and History 
of Scotland Vii, amongst others. 

According to the instructions. Historic Girls was assigned 
to Oliver - if I wanted to send him a message I had to just tap 
his book. I tapped on his book, which opened a note pad 
onto which I could type a message. The message was 

encoded as I typed - "Wow" became just "-" on the 

digital note pad. A tiny brass lamp on the bottom left of the 
virtual parchment sheet was the send button. I tapped it. 
The paper rolled itself into a cylinder, a green candle 
appeared dripping wax on the edge of paper, a brass ring 
appeared and pressed itself into the wax, sealing the roll 
closed. Nice touch, Oliver. Suddenly, off the scroll flew into 
the black void it had been floating above. Once the scroll 
was sent, the book reappeared in its spot on the bookshelf. 



Within seconds, my own book, History of Scotland, began to 
glow as if lit from behind by a flickering candle. I tapped it 
with my finger tip and watched as an aged virtual document 
unfurled on the screen. Suddenly, a Password window 
confronted me. Password??? What the hell Oliver? Your 
instructions said nothing about a Password! Then it hit me. 

I typed "Jinn" into the password field and touched "Open 
Sesame" at the bottom of the window. My book flew off the 
shelf and opened like a butterfly revealing a message on the 
note page within - "My pleasure. *Takes a Bow*." 

I swayed my head back and forth on the pillow in my 
berth, Talullah by Jamiroquai, flowing through my ears like 
warm caramel, smiling at the image of Oliver taking a bow in 
front of his computer when he'd sent his message and 
chuckling at the Jinn double entendre - a genie from Aladdin 
and it's true meaning - to be hidden. Oliver doesn't miss a 
beat. 

Clementine and I checked into the hotel just before 8 
a.m., thanking our stars for early check in options. By 8:45 I 
was unrecognizable in a flaming red wig, troweled on 
makeup, and a bright pink skirt suit cut a little too 
revealingly - if he's staring at my boobs, he's less likely to 
remember my face, right?! Clem left for a nice walk to the 
nearest Tescos and I slid into the adjoining room via the 
shared door unlocked by the Cruth-atharraich, pushing a tea 
cart set for two I'd had delivered to my room ostensibly for 
Clem and myself, to await Mr. Lordsmith. 

At 9:03 a.m. the phone rang in Mr. Plumleigh's room - the 
front desk announcing Mr. Lordsmith. 

"Yes, please send him up. Thank you." I said. 

At 9:05 a.m. I opened the door to Mr. Lordsmith. 

"Please come in. I'm very sorry, but Mr. Plumleigh was 
unable to be here this morning and hopes you will forgive 



him." I said taking note of the fact Mr. Lordsmith carried 
nothing with him reflecting being in possession of 
£6.5million to exchange for my bullion. I touched on the 
Thought Stone to get a read on him. 

What the bloody hell Is going on? Why did I agree to do 
this? Calm down man, you can do this. Just overpower her, 
find the gold, and call In the boys. This Is going to be easier 
than you thought with Plumleigh not here. 

"Please, sit, Mr. Lordsmith," I said gesturing at the seat 
next to the sofa. So, you're going to rob me, are you? I 
thought to myself with a smirk. Good luck with that. "Can I 
get you some tea before we begin?" I asked walking over to 
the cart. 

"Ermm, yes, please," responded Mr. Lordsmith looking 
about the room for any sign of another human being and the 
bags of gold, which unknown to him, were stowed away in 
the closet between the bedroom and the bathroom. 

Facing the teacart, my back to Daniel - his first name 
according to my probing of his thoughts - I probed a bit 
more. He did in fact have access to the bills Oliver had told 
him we'd want to exchange for the gold, he just thought it'd 
be easier to rob Plumleigh - and even easier to rob me. I 
pushed a thought to Daniel's mind and turned to walk 
towards him, two tea cups in hand. 

"If you'll excuse me for a moment?" Daniel said as he rose 
and walked towards the window pulling his phone from his 
breast pocket. 

"Of course," I said grinning into my teacup as I tipped it 
to my lips. 

"Yes, I'm sure! Go to the vault. 6.5 million, nothing 
bigger than a £100. Bring it in small black suitcases to the 
Hardison Inn in Covent Gardens. Room 510. NOW!" he 
whispered harshly into the phone. 

I placed the palm of my hand over the Thought Stone and 
filled his head with "Good boy" thoughts as he sat back 
down in the chair and reached for his teacup, hands 



shaking. Now I just had to keep him focused on doing what I 
wanted him to do until the boys got here with the cash. 

"I understand you and Mr. Plumleigh agreed to the details 
and that all you and I need to do is exchange a few 
suitcases?" I asked as I stood and walked back to the teacart 
to refresh my cup. 

"Umm, yes, yes, my bags will be along shortly. I, um, I 
could not carry them all myself." He said still shaking a bit. 

"No problem at all," I said setting down a small plate of 
cookies on the coffee table." Good! You should be shaking! 
Tie me up and steal my gold, indeed! "Are you from 
London?" I asked making small talk while using the Thought 
Stone to get a read on how far away he estimated his 
assistants to be. Ten minutes? I can handle that. Lucky he 
keeps a stock of black suitcases in an office for such 
transactions. Quite the shady iad, aren't you? Well done 
finding this one, Oliver. 

We made small talk for ten minutes or so, me playing the 
stupid female assistant sent to trade bags with a well- 
dressed powerful man, in awe of his evenings at Whisky Mist 
rubbing elbows with footballers and royalty. Whatever! 

Finally, mercifully, his phone rang. It was the boys. They 
were just pulling up out front. 

Moments later, a knock on the door. I filled Daniel's head 
with the same images from earlier - images of exactly what 
would happen to him if he crossed Mr. Plumleigh - and stood 
to answer the door. "I am only instructed to meet you, Mr. 
Lordsmith, I will stand behind the door if you will be so kind 
as to relieve your men of their bags. Once I verify they 
contain what is expected I will turn over my bags to you. Is 
this acceptable?" 

"Yes, yes. As you wish." he said standing to walk to the 
door. 



I scanned his mind to see if the bags had any sort of 
tracking devices on them, but Daniel hadn't thought much 
of this through. He'd only just hatched the robbery plan, 
and certainly had not had time to consider bugging the 
suitcases in the supply closet...We were good to go. 

Five minutes later I was alone in Room 510 surrounded by 
six small rolling suitcases, tracking the thoughts of the apes 
who'd just left. No one was entertaining any ideas of coming 
back to the room. Daniel was too afraid, and his boys didn't 
bother to question the boss. 

I took a huge breath, let it out, and started wheeling bags 
and the teacart into my room through the connecting door. I 
unlocked my phone and sent a Jinn message to Oliver asking 
him to "check out" Mr. Plumleigh. If Daniel got any crazy 
ideas about coming back later, the front desk would have no 
record of Mr. Plumleigh having ever stayed at their hotel and 
would show Room 510 had been unoccupied all day. 

When Clem returned to my room with her bag of water 
spritzers and home dry-cleaning kits I filled her in on what 
she'd missed. 

"He was going to ROB you?" She asked wide-eyed holding 
her hand under the water in the bathroom waiting for it to 
turn hot. 

"He thought he was...I kind of impressed upon him how 
angry Mr. Plumleigh would be if that were to happen. I may 
have given him the idea that Mr. Plumleigh would know 
exactly how to find him and enjoys, shall we say, carving 
things of a tender nature. Lordsmith figured out pretty 
quickly that hiding from Plumleigh would be impossible and 
put his boys to work bringing us this," I said as I opened one 
suitcase and began unbundling bills into one of the dry- 
cleaning bags. 

Clem, meanwhile, filled the now empty teapot brought by 
room service earlier, with hot tap water to make a weak tea 
from the used tea leaves. We filled the spritzer bottles with 



the light tea, misted the loose bills in the dryer bags, and 
using the hair dryers from our rooms, blew heat on the bags 
as we walked on them in the bathtub, two bags at a time. 

Luckily the bills Lordsmith brought us were circulated so 
they already had a little wear and tear on them - brand new 
bills would have been a lot more work. By noon we were 
done and starving. We left the money laundering mess in 
my room, locked up, and went next door to Clem's room to 
order a couple sandwiches from room service. 

Refueled, it was back to my room to square everything 
away. Bills stacked as neatly as we could and packed into 
the suitcases. Suitcases stowed in Clem's closet along with 
the spritzer bottles and dry-cleaning kits tied up in the Tesco 
bags and stashed in Clem's messenger bag for disposal later 
at a train stop. 

We hung Do Not Disturb signs on our doors and 
commanded the Cruth-atharraich into the cracks and 
crevices of the card slots and keyholes to secure the front 
and adjoining doors of our cabins before heading off to do 
the touristy things we'd supposedly come down to do. 

By midnight we were on the train heading north again. 
Destination Edinburgh. 

"You ready for tomorrow?" I asked Clem. 

"Sure, no biggie," she said around the chopstick in her 
teeth as she wound her hair into a bun. "It'll be good to get 
back to Edinburgh," she continued as she stuck the stick 
into her hair to hold it up. "I haven't been back since Mum's 
funeral. I was wondering earlier if she was one of Aza's 
children, or maybe it was my dad. Mum was so dark - dark 
hair, dark eyes, I don't remember anything that would lead 
me to believe she was descended from Aza. And Da, well, 
he's the complete opposite - blonde hair, blue eyes - I really 
think people wondered if I was adopted for most of my 
school years. I wish I'd known about Aza before I went to 
visit him..." 



"It's possible the mark of Aza skipped whichever of your 
parents passed it on to you. Hell, maybe you got a double 
dose, one from each of them with the hair, the eyes, and the 
birthmark. But yeah, one day you should see if your father 
has any interesting birthmarks." I said with a wink knowing 
what an awkward conversation f/7af would be. 

"So, the papers are all ready to be signed, right?" she 
asked changing the subject with a smile. 

"Yup. One charitable foundation, all ready to go. We just 
need to sign the docs, get the lawyer to do whatever the 
recording dance is in this country, and we can go set up the 
bank account as the President and Treasurer of ABS - the 
Alexander Benevolent Society." 

By 10 a.m. the next morning we had our finalized 
documents in hand. We collected our suitcases from the 
solicitor's receptionist and made our way up the cobbled 
High Street towards Edinburgh Castle, the wheels of four 
small suitcases rumbling along behind us. 

Following the directions from Mr. Clyde, a banker found 
for me by Oliver, we turned off from The Royal Mile, onto 
Anchor Close, then squeezed, single file through the narrow 
gap between two buildings, emerging in a small sunny 
courtyard dominated by a tiny two-story stone building that 
must have lived a former life as a home. There were no 
signs indicating the business within, just a lacquered red 
door with a small brass doorbell button set into the 
weathered, grey, stone wall. 

Clem and I looked at each other, shrugged, and I pressed 
the bell and seconds later heard the unmistakable click of 
an electric lock unlocking. I pulled the door open and we 
stepped into a dimly lit reception room. It appeared even 
darker because our eyes were used to the bright sunlight 
outside, but our eyes adjusted quickly. Directly across from 
the front door, at the other end of the building, sat a woman 
at a mahogany desk lit by a brass and stained-glass lamp 
hanging above. She was well into her sixties I guessed. 



Long silver hair pulled back in a lose chignon, glasses on a 
chain around her neck, and brown eyes that shone like 
polished stone - I could feel them on me from the doorway. 
To our left was a seating area - broken-in ox blood colored 
leather sofa, two green and brown upholstered library chairs, 
and a coffee table. To our right, closed double doors. 

We walked forward, gave our names and explained to the 
woman at the desk that we had an appointment with Mr. 
Clyde. 

"Of course. He is expecting you. If you will have a seat, 
he will be with you in just a moment." she said with a soft 
Scottish accent that sounded like she spoke through 
crushed velvet. She rose from her chair and walked through 
the door to the left of her desk. 

That is a woman not to mess with, I said to Clem using 
the Thought Stone, opening my eyes wide for emphasis. 

Seriousiy! And how weird is it to not know the name of 
the bank you're about to give £6.5 miiiion to? She thought 
back at me just as the double doors opened across from us. 

"My dear ladies! It is so wonderful to meet you.” The 
words fired out of his mouth almost faster than light fills a 
room. He grasped one of each of our hands in each of his 
surprisingly strong ones and shook them as he quickly 
continued, "I am Donald Clyde, ye may call me Don - 
everyone does. Ye've met my Emmy," he said turning to 
smile at the woman behind the desk who looked none too 
pleased at him sharing his pet name for her. "Come, come. I 
have all the paperwork prepared for a new account. I'll just 
need to go over it with ye, and then Emma will make copies 
of yer documents." 

We followed him through the double doors into an office, 
/7/s office by appearances. It was very reserved - nothing like 
its occupant. The natural grey, stone walls, which matched 
the color of his thick hair, framed a mahogany desk similar 
to the one at which Emma sat. The room had two windows - 
one facing west, the other south, allowing light to enter and 



affording a view of the small, but beautiful flower and herb 
garden occupying this end of the courtyard. Don took a seat 
behind the desk and eyed the four suitcases we parked 
behind the chairs he motioned for us to take. As I collapsed 
the long aluminum suitcase handle into one of the bags, I 
noticed an oil painting hanging on the wall that would be to 
our backs once we sat down. Something about it was 
familiar, but I had no time to dwell on it now. 

"Fresh from the train, are we ladies?" his brown eyes 
dancing with excitement. I'd swear on a stack of chocolate 
truffles that he was in his seventies, but he acted like he was 
a flirtatious thirty. The longer I watched him, the younger he 
looked. 

"Something like that," I said with a smile as I placed my 
hand on the Thought Stone. 

Hmmm, not a mean bone in his body, but a crafty iittie 
bugger, he is, I thought to myself as I realized why Oliver 
had sent us to Don. 

Don was a brilliant man with no love for governments and 
a heart as huge as Texas. His bank, Bellamy's, had a quiet 
reputation and a solid foundation. He was trying to work out 
why we were here and how we'd gotten his name, but his 
curiosity was getting the best of him. Oh, and Emma was 
his wife...and something more I was trying to ferret out when 
he suddenly wondered loudly in his own head. What are 
these iassies up to? 

"Don? Can I be blunt?" I asked. 

Clem whipped her head to look at me, eyes bulging out of 
her head. 

"Well of course my darling." 

I winked at Clem to let her know I'd vetted him and it was 
okay. 

"Don, we have some cash, as we Americans call it, that 
we'd like to use to start a foundation. We'd like you to 
invest it, conservatively - we don't want to lose any 
principal, but we'd like it to grow if possible. Our foundation 
aims to help people who find themselves up against, let's 



call them establishments, which either don't care or are 
actively trying to harm people. I need to be able to file all 
the required tax documents and make it appear that the 
monies we use to help people are in fact donations to causes 
or expenses that fall within the charter of our organization. 
Frankly, I need the Alexander Benevolent Society to help 
people but also fly below the radar while funding a little 
social disorder." 

Don pushed back his chair onto its rear legs and leaned 
its back onto the wall behind him, his long legs allowing him 
to keep the balls of his feet on the floor. Based on the rub 
line in the stone I assumed this was a pose he often assumed 
when having a wee think. He crossed his arms and stared at 
his chest. I nervously began to wonder if I'd misjudged his 
motivations. 

When he looked up at us again, a sly grin crept across his 
wrinkled face and for a moment I saw the young hellion he 
must have been in decades past. 

"I think I can help ye. I don't know how much ye know of 
the history of Bellamy's.... 

"Wait! Sam Bellamy! The pirate!" I shouted a little too 
loudly putting the name together with the painting of the 
pirate on the wall across from Don's desk. 

The legs of the chair clattered onto the wooden planked 
floor as he lurched forward in surprise. "How did you know?" 
he asked intrigued. 

I saw, out of my peripheral vision, Clem glance down at 
my Hexensteine bracelet and realize I wasn't touching any 
of the stones. 

"It's the four dueling pistols in his sash," I said as I rose 
and walked towards the painting. "A rather unique feature, 
no? I remember reading about him after the Whydah was 
discovered in the '80s. He had a reputation as a good man, 
a kind, fair man..." I trailed off as I tried to recollect a quote I 
read attributed to him. "He was also a bit of a thinker, 
wasn't he? I read something else about him, something he 
said about being a 'Free Prince and having equal authority 



to make war on the world'", I continued, examining the 
painting closer for a signature, wondering why it hadn't 
been used alongside the news stories about the Whydah. 

"You won't find a signature," said Emma quietly from the 
doorway next to Don's desk. 

I turned at the sound of her voice to find her regarding 
me with a look of curiosity mixed with contempt. 

Don rose and took her hand. "Emma darling, it's alright, 
Laura means no disrespect, she's just curious." 

"Of course I mean no disrespect, why would I?" I asked 
taking in all that was Emma - a woman who matched Donald 
in age, but where he was rambunctious and charmingly 
suave, she was reserved, poised, and perhaps a bit 
suspicious. 

"Emma is a bit sensitive about Sam. Perhaps I should 
formally introduce you to my wife. Clementine, Laura, I'd 
like you to meet Emma Bellamy, the eighth great- 
granddaughter of the Pirate Samuel Bellamy." 

"No way!" exclaimed Clementine. 

"Oh, I assure ye it's true," said Don. 

"How old is Bellamy's?" I asked beginning to wonder 
about the source of the funds that started the bank and kept 
it going all these years - alone, independent, and available 
to only a select clientele who could actually find it! 

"Ah, now ye're on the trail, aren't ye my dear?" smiled 
Don. 

I looked past him, right into Emma's eyes and said out 
loud, "Please, tell us the story", while thinking to myself. So, 
that's what I wasn't able to figure out earlier - the bank is 
probably technically Emma's, or was her family's! I wonder 
why she plays secretary out front? Probably thinks It makes 
their clients feel better with, Don, a man, in charge. 

Don guided her over to the settee under the window in 
front of the garden and sat beside her. Clem and I took up in 
the wingbacks across from them. 



"I don't know how much you know of Sam," she began, 
gazing up at his face in the portrait over my right shoulder. 
"Before he became a pirate, he was a husband and a father 
trying to provide for his family...," she continued, looking me 
dead in the eye, daring me to disparage her ancestor. 

"Emma, she doesn't think ill of Sam, she's American, she 
doesn't have the biases of the English; they're all cowboys 
and Yankee rebels where she's from...." 

"Yee haw," I interrupted. 

Clem giggled in spite of herself, and Emma smiled and 
visibly relaxed. 

"When Sam left to work for the Royal Navy, his wife 
Martha, and infant son Marcus, remained behind, in 
England. They were destitute most of the time. 
Occasionally they'd get small sums from Sam, but never 
enough to make a difference. When Martha's father died, so 
did the only income the family had. Martha took up the 
oldest profession at an establishment along the wharf while 
her mother looked after the boy; she was able to provide 
only the barest necessities of survival for her family. 

One day, or maybe it was evening, in the summer of 
1718; a sailor came to the brothel asking for Martha Bellamy. 
She figured him to be just another hardtack sea dog lonely 
after months at sea, but he wasn't there for her services, he 
was there in the service of another. His name was Williams, 
Palgrave Williams..." 

"Sam's money man in the treasure hunting business...." I 
interrupted. 

"Yes, one in the same," smiled Emma. "After capturing 
the Whydah, Williams and Sam promised each other they 
would make things right with each other's family if anything 
were to happen before they could take care of it themselves. 
Williams, as you may already know, left the ship before she 
sank, having gone home to see his family in Rhode Island. 
Sam planned to stay aboard the Whydah and lead another 
ship in his fleet to Boston where he intended to divide up 



the Whydah's treasure, sell the ships, and disband his little 
group before sailing back to Devon, to Martha and Marcus, to 
make things right for them before returning to his mistress 
in Eastham, Massachusetts. What no one knew was that 
Williams took two items with him when he was dropped off 
in Rhode Island - one, a trunk of silver, gold, ivory, and other 
bits of wealth that was to be Martha's, funds Sam had 
skimmed off the top before dividing everything else 
equally," she said looking down at the wooden trunk sitting 
between us and winking, "and two, that painting." 

I gasped, "Seriously? That's really him?" 

"Indeed. He'd had it commissioned the winter before, 
intending to give it to his mistress, Mary, as a wedding gift 
now that he was a wealthy enough man to ask for her hand. 
He gave it to Williams for safekeeping, intending apparently, 
to liquidate everything, fetch Mary, sail away from Puritan 
Massachusetts, and settle somewhere warm and wicked. 

When Williams heard of the sinking of the Whydah he 
made for Cape Cod to assess the situation. Mary Hallett had 
been run from her town after it was discovered she was 
pregnant, out of wedlock, with Sam's child. She was 
nowhere to be found and her family had disowned her. 
Sam's body was never found, but he was presumed dead 
along with one hundred and forty-two of his crewmates. It 
was rumored that Sam survived and stole away with Mary, 
rather than face capture and execution as a pirate, but with 
no proof, Williams did the only thing he could - he sailed for 
England and delivered the painting and the treasure to 
Martha, with the assurances that Sam had never forgotten 
them while he lived. 

Martha's son, Marcus, convinced his mother to move to 
Scotland, away from the stares and chidings and gossip that 
had plagued them since Sam had abandoned them years 
before, and make a new start. 

Marcus used the money wisely. First, he built this home, 
then he got an education and he began using the money to 




support businesses and individuals in which he believed - 
making small loans and charging modest interest. 

Through the years, my family, like Edinburgh, changed 
with the times to survive. The city built up around our wee 
home here, we became out of sight, out of mind, I suppose. 
Through two centuries of political and social upheaval we 
stayed the course, quietly backing the people who came to 
us by word of mouth. We were a bank, for all intents and 
purposes, but without a name or a charter. We stayed out of 
larger politics, but often meddled in, injustice, shall we say," 
she said with an impish grin. 

Wonder whatthaVs all about, I thought to myself making 
a mental note to inquire someday, not wanting to interrupt 
her story. 

"In the 19th Century, as industrialization grew, my great¬ 
grandmother decided it was time to create Bellamy's, a 
private bank for a select clientele. As a legal entity, we 
would be able to access more investment opportunities and 
therefore provide services beyond loans to our customers. 
Rather than just lend money and collect payments, we 
became a safe depository for our clients' hard-earned 
savings and offered the ability for them to invest. We quite 
literally started out with no more than huge safes bolted to 
the basement floor filled with apothecary chests, the tiny 
drawers of which held our depositors' funds; the accountings 
of the individual drawers were recorded in a ledger and 
small booklets possessed by the customers. 

Now the bank belongs to me. I am the last of the Bellamy 
line, but I intend to continue the legacy Marcus started until 
Don and I breathe our last. Don and I actually run it 
together, but it's easier for people to think I'm just his 
secretary. Marcus believed in the common man. He, and his 
descendants after him, followed the motto: No tree is 
greater than any other but for an abundance of 
nourishment, and support. He searched out the weak and 
helped them help themselves. The bank is in fact named for 
him, not Sam, but we all recognize the seed that we 



nurtured came from Sam so we keep his portrait hung here 
to remember from whence we came." 

Emma stood from the sofa and started to speak as she 
walked to portrait... 

/ am sorry they won't let you have your sloop again, for I 
scorn to do any one a mischief, when It Is not to my 
advantage; damn the sloop, we must sink her, and she 
might be of use to you. Though you are a sneaking 
puppy, and so are all those who submit to be governed 
by laws which rich men have made for their own security; 
for the cowardly whelps have not the courage otherwise 
to defend what they get by knavery; but damn ye 
altogether: damn them for a pack of crafty rascals, and 
you, who serve them, for a parcel of hen-hearted 
numbskulls. They vilify us, the scoundrels do, when there 
Is only this difference, they rob the poor under the cover 
of law, forsooth, and we plunder the rich under the 
protection of our own courage. Had you better make 
then one of us, than sneak after these villains for 
employment? 

You are a devilish conscience rascal! I am a Free Prince, 
and I have as much authority to make war on the Whole 
World as he who has a hundred sail of ships at sea and 
an army of 100,000 men In the field; and this my 
conscience tells me! 

But there Is no arguing with such sniveling puppies, who 
allow superiors to kick them about deck at pleasure. 

"Incredible," I said looking at her over the back of the 
sofa. "That's the quote I read thirty years ago." 

"Yes, it's quite memorable, isn't it?" she said with a smile. 
"Sam and his crew had just captured a merchant ship; the 
crew wanted to sink the ship and invite the captain to join 
their crew, but he. Captain Beer, refused, claiming to do so 
would break the laws of God and man. That was Sam's 
response to him. I found it in this book," she said handing 



me a volume she'd pulled from the shelves to the right of 
the painting.../A General History of the Robberies and 
Murders of the Most Notorious Pyrates by Captain Charles 
Johnson, 1724. I smiled and thought to myself, Well, if we 
ever need to add a book to Jinn for Don and Emma I know 
which one it'll be! 

I stood and handed her back the book, marveling at the 
story, but also at the fact Marcus, and Sam too, for that 
matter, had, in their own way, done what I was planning to 
do now. "It seems I have found the perfect bank", I said as 
she slid the book back into its place. I touched the Thought 
Stone on my bracelet and read the thoughts of Don and 
Emma as they looked at each other, communicating silently 
as spouses 6o...What does she mean by that? 

I met Clementine's eyes and thought to her. Pirates huh, 
wonder if we can top that, and walked towards the suitcases 
we'd left by the desk. 

I rolled one over, laid it down, unzipped it, and told them 
the story of the Jacobite Gold. 

We left Don and Emma in possession of our full suitcases. 
The account paperwork safely in my messenger bag slung 
across my chest was a much lighter load than we'd been 
carrying the last few days. The relief at having /A5S finally 
set up was cause for a celebration so we'd made plans to 
have dinner with Don and Emma later that night, but for 
now we were off for tea and a walk around Edinburgh Castle. 

As we stood overlooking the Cemetery for Soldiers' Dogs, 
Clementine nudged me with her foot. I glanced her way to 
see her nod in the direction of the Hexensteine bracelet. I 
touched the Thought Stone to see what was up... 

So, what now? She wanted to know. 

Now, it gets fun. Now we go after the big boys. Now we 
take back our Freedom; our Right to Life, Liberty, and the 
Pursuit of Happiness! 



Got anyone in particular in mind? 

That's the problem; I've got too many in mind...Any 
ideas? 

I'll get back to you, she said and winked. 

For dinner that night, we returned to Bellamy's, only this 
time we were invited upstairs to Don and Emma's living 
quarters through a door in the room behind Don's office. 
The apartment was so comfortably outfitted I thought to 
myself, / never want to leave! The walls of what I called the 
living room, were lined in bookshelves holding centuries of 
mementos, the rugs on the glossy plank floors were worn 
baby-cheek smooth and felt lovely on our bare feet, the 
furniture was obviously well made, but not intimidating. The 
whole home smelled like generations of love - warm and 
savory, with hints of exotic places. 

I stood in the archway between the living room and the 
dining room gazing into the kitchen, where I noticed 
Clementine felt equally at ease. She and Emma were 
huddled over some ancient cookbook, squealing over the 
recipe for some long-lost confection. Don had taken his 
leave for a moment, so I wandered to the door we'd entered 
from and began cruising the built-in shelves, wanting to 
take in everything and figuring starting at one end and 
working my way around the living room was my best bet. 

A sweet little wooden music box, inlaid with an Agate 
thistle on the top, absorbed all my attention. I didn't know 
Don was back in the room until he was standing directly 
behind my right shoulder reaching for the music box. "It 
was my mothers," he said quietly. "And her mother's before, 
and her mother's before. I was an only child. It was meant 
to be given to my child someday, but that was not meant to 
be for Emma and myself," he continued as he wound the 
small brass arm protruding from the side of the box. 

I wanted to ask, "What will happen to everything when 
you and Emma go?", but even I knew that would be bad 



form seeing as how I hardly knew them both, so I bit my lip 
and asked what song the box was playing. 

"The tune itself is an old gathering song for my great- 
grand's clan. Words were written for it by Sir Walter Scott," 
said Don. 

"Do you know the words?" 

He smiled a huge mischievous grin and said, "I thought 
you'd never ask." 

In the loveliest, whisky coated voice he sang softly: 

The moon's on the lake, and the mist's on the brae. 

And the Clan has a name that Is nameless by Day; 

Then gather, gather, gather Grigalach! 

Gather, gather, gather Grigalach! 

The rocks of Craig-Royston like icicles melt. 

Ere our wrongs be forgot, or our vengeance unfelt! 

Then gather, gather, gather Grigalach! 

Gather, gather, gather Grigalach! 

The baby fine hairs on the back of my neck stood on end 
and goose bumps stood at attention on my upper arms. 
There was something dangerous in the words, and Don's 
voice, as he sang. 

"Who is Grigalach?" I asked, wondering if that would shed 
light on what was unnerving me about the song. 

"MacGregor, lass. Clan MacGregor." 

"Oh my!" was all I could muster as I recalled the history of 
the c\ar[...Their name abolished, their women branded, their 
children taken from them to be raised by other families, sold 
into slavery in North America, their heads exchanged for 
freedom of others' punishments...They were hunted in the 
mists... 

"Yes, quite right. It's all in the past now, but for my great- 
gran's generation it was a source of pride. If I'm honest. I'm 
rather proud to be a descendant, if for no other reason than 
the fact we survived." 



"I suppose it would be in bad form to tell you I'm 
descended from Campbells?" I asked referring to the feud 
between Campbells and MacGregors that eventually led to 
the latter's name being declared illegal. 

"Is that so?" I asked with a raised eyebrow. 

"Yup, good old Archibald Campbell. Son of a spirit 
merchant, born in Scotland, somewhere, married a girl in 
Manchester before moving to Brooklyn in New York." 

"You do know many MacGregors took the name Campbell 
to survive, don't you dear," he said with a twinkle in his eye. 
"We shall go with that theory," he continued as he turned 
from me and placed the music box back on its shelf. 

"Works for me," I said as I noticed something behind his 
left ear. "Don, is that a birthmark behind your ear?" I asked 
straining to see but not wanting to appear too bizarre. 

His hand shot to his left ear as he turned to look at me, 
"Why yes, it's a strawberry birthmark. I've had it since birth. 
My grandmother called it an Angel's Kiss, she seemed to 
think it would bring me good luck," he said as he walked to 
the small liquor table to pour a drink. 

"Hmmm, maybe it will at that," I said quietly. "Sorry, 
didn't mean to be rude, Clementine has one too, but on her 
wrist," I said at a normal decibel as I touched the Thought 
Stone and spoke into his mind, testing a theory...Doa do you 
mind if I iook at your record coiiection? 

"By all means," he said turning to hand me a glass. 
"Wait! Did you say something?" he asked suddenly 
questioning whether he heard my voice with his ears or not. 

I looked him in the eyes and silently asked again. Do you 
mind if i flip through your albums? before removing my hand 
from the Thought Stone and taking the glass he held 
towards me. 

He nearly dropped his own glass but regained his 
composure quickly. 

I rested the wrist of my hand holding the tumbler he'd 
just given me on the Thought Stone and heard him exclaim. 
What the frelR 



I smiled at the Farscape reference and asked, "Who was 
your favorite character? I loved D'Argo." 

He placed his cut glass tumbler firmly on the end table. 
The solidness of the glass meeting the wood gave him 
strength. He met my eyes with his own confusion filled ones 
and gamely answered, "Guess!" 

I smiled at the challenge. Set down my own glass and 
placed my palm over the Thought Stone. "So, it was Zhaan 
with a Rygel chaser, was it?" 

"How did you do that?" 

"Let's just say your theory of us being related - whether 
through the MacGregors or not - has just been proven," I 
said. "Want to see something?" I asked taking off my 
necklace. 

"But I thought it was the bracelet that gave you the 
ability." 

"You noticed that, did you?" I said smiling. "Yes, the 
bracelet is how I spoke to you, but this will allow you to 
speak to someone not here," I said placing the Spirit Stone 
in the palm of his hand. 

I still wore the Cruth-atharraich around my right wrist, so 
Don was just staring into the clear sapphire crystal covered 
iron of the Spirit Stone. 

I filled my mind with thoughts of Archie and memories of 
how he looked when we last spoke. His image filled the 
small crystal window, smiling as he recognized me, then 
frowning as he saw Don's face. 

"Archie! It's so good to see you again. I'd like you to 
meet Donald Clyde." 

The expression on Don's face told me he was digesting 
everything, so I figured I'd plow on giving him a chance to 
process. "I'm in Scotland right now, in Edinburgh. Don and I 
have been talking about family and the subject of 
Campbells and MacGregors came up. He mentioned it was 
quite possible we are Children of the Mist who took the 
Campbell name to survive...Any thoughts?" 



"Well Lassie," began Archie seeing that Don was having a 
hard time wrapping his head around this little conversation, 
"it is almost assured that ye have both Campbell and 
MacGregor blood in ye, our clans intermarrit so often that we 
are assuredly all cousins. I canna say I know of any 
MacGregors in the family, but since Don here can obviously 
see me, and ye say he's a MacGregor, I think there is a 
family connection," he finished with a wink. 

Don by now had gone from confused to excited. "Archie, 
may I call ye Archie? In what year were ye born? Where 
were ye born? Can ye speak to other spirits?" 

"Yes, eighteen hundred and thirty-seven. Loch Awe, and 
no," responded Archie chuckling at Don's excitement. 

Don sat on the leather couch, cupping the Spirit Stone in 
his hands, oblivious to the existence of anyone else but 
Archie. Soon the two men were speaking Gaelic and 
nodding their equally grey heads in agreement over many 
things. 

I sat in the overstuffed chair across the narrow room, 
closed my eyes and listened to the sound of the ancient 
language wash over me. 

My eyes flew open as I heard Emma from the dining room 
where she held a platter full of roasted vegetables, "Donald, 
what on Earth are you doing?" 

Don's head flew up and caught my eye. I shook my head 
ever so subtly and he responded, "Nothing Emmy, just 
marveling at the workmanship of Laura's necklace." 

"Ah well, dinner is served you two." 

Don glanced down at the Sprit Stone and frowned when 
he realized Archie was gone. 

I stood, walked over, and sat beside him on the sofa. "It's 
okay, the connection is broken once the concentration on 
the person is broken. Archie is fine. I shook my head no 
because Emma does not have the ability to see what we see. 
I tried to use the Thought Stone on her while you spoke with 
Archie, but can only hear her thoughts, I can't push words to 
her mind like I can with others who share our abilities. I can 



only place ideas and images in her mind. Only people with 
the same blood can hear each other's thoughts." 

"Is this because of the MacGregor blood bond?" 

"No. This is a more ancient bond." I said out loud while 
filling his mind with a bit of what I knew about Aza and The 
Orb. 

"So, Clementine is one of us too? That's what you meant 
about her having a birthmark too?" He asked while handing 
me the Spirit Stone. 

"Yup. We're all descendants of Aza. I'd be willing to bet 
you will be getting a visit from her soon, she's very curious 
about her children. You know what she looks like from that 
mind-meldy bit we just did right? Don't freak out if she 
appears sometime when you least expect it. She'll be 
careful not to do it when Emma is around. She's very 
cognizant of the effect her appearance has on people who 
don't know who she is. I can guarantee you she now knows 
of you..." I said putting the necklace back on over my head 
and stuffing it down my shirt as we rose and walked into the 
dining room. 

Dinner was lovely. Clementine and Don shared a secret 
grin at each other when I told them both, via the Thought 
Stone, of their shared link to Aza and each other. Emma was 
in her element cooking for and entertaining guests. We 
stayed as late as we could and took our leave only to catch 
our train to Glasgow. Emma and Don promised to visit The 
Tree soon. 

As I left the front door of the house, I touched the 
malachite stone in my bracelet and said to Don, You can tell 
Emma If you like. My husband knows, Clem's boyfriend 
knows. They do not share the blood of Aza, but they 
understand. 

Thank you, was all I heard from him as we walked out of 
the courtyard and into the alley between the buildings on 
Anchor Close. 



Chapter XVI 


Thursday, July 16, 2015 
The Family Tree 
Oban, Scotland 

"I need a cloning device! STAT!" I hollered from the 
bedroom pulling on my pajama pants. 

"What?" responded Jesse, from the bathroom. 

"I need about twelve more of me, dammit!" I said, shoving 
my way into the bathroom to brush my teeth. "Everyone is 
coming tomorrow and I've got seventy bazillion things to do 
still!" 

"Oh please. I've seen the to-do lists. They're almost all 
crossed off." 

"Well you haven't seen the lists in my BRAIN!" I growled, 
popping my toothbrush into my mouth. 

"It's going to be fine. Everyone is either family or friend, 
they're going to be happy just to be here, they won't care if 
the toilet paper is facing in or out." 

"Yeah, well I will," I said with a mouthful of frothy 
toothpaste as I kicked him out of the room. 

My birthday was coming up and I'd decided, after 
Clementine and I had returned from Edinburgh, to invite 
everyone to visit us in Scotland to celebrate. Lexie was 
coming in from Switzerland. The Girls - Barb, Myra, and Jo, 
my cousins from Texas and Washington, were coming. Oliver 
and Daisy were coming up from Kent. Donald and Emma 
were coming from Edinburgh. And of course, there were the 
locals - Clementine, Cassie, Alasdair, and the pub regulars. 
We were closing the pub for the night on Saturday and 
having ourselves a regular Ceilidh - music, food, whisky, 
beer, and I'm sure some dancing. 

My current mental list of things-to-do centered around 
making sure everyone had comfortable accommodations. 



The pub's rooms were going to be full with Cassie and Lexie 
sharing a room and Jesse and I in ours. AM and Clem were 
going to stay at his house leaving her home available for 
Don and Emma. Oliver and Daisy were staying at an inn up 
the street. It was Barb, Myra, and Jo that had me the most 
worried. This would be their first trip to Scotland and 
everything would be different - the cars, the roads, the 
electrical outlets, the foods available in the shops. I wanted 
them to have a good time, so once I found them a place to 
stay - a cute little cottage right on the water owned by a 
friend of customer who regularly let it out as a vacation 
rental - my mission had become stocking the house with 
necessities. 

I finished brushing, spat out the minty blue-tinged foam 
into the sink, rinsed my mouth with water from the tap, and 
looked at myself in the mirror.... 

Forty-four. Forty-fucking-four.... Who the hell canne up 
with the term nasolabial fold? It's bad enough I have to look 
at the damn things, but the name just makes me cringe. I 
thought to myself as I pulled my skin up over my 
cheekbones. Ah, screw it! I thought as I braided my hair 
into a quick plait for bed. You were never going to be 
fucking Cindy Crawford anyway - why worry about it now? I 
took a step back from the mirror and thought - All those 20- 
somethings may think I'm Just an old washed up cow but 
someday they'll be doing this same exact dance. Wonder 
what they will have accomplished in the twenty years in 
between? I thought as images of the last two decades raced 
through my mind - kid, dogs, jobs, moves, deaths, Christmas 
cookies, friends, adventures.... Christ! No wonder I'm tired! 
But who says forty-somethings can't still kick ass? I grinned 
wickedly at myself in the mirror as I contemplated my goals 
for the coming year. 

"I guess it is what it is," I said aloud as I exited the 
bathroom. "I haven't got any more time to get anything else 



done. Lexie will meet The Girls in Glasgow and they'll all be 
here at the station around noon. Clem is letting me use her 
delivery van to pick them all up - Thank Dog she didn't pull 
the seats out of that thing!" 

"Did she ever really consider that?" asked Jesse trying to 
imagine the little VW surfer van without its bench seats. 

"Yeah, for about a minute. She thought it might be easier 
to have a single large flat floor, but she got the time quote 
from the garage on getting the work done and said, 'screw 
it'," I said climbing into my side of the bed. "So, you'll be 
fine holding down the fort here while I get The Girls settled?" 

"Yup, we'll be fine. You going to drop Lexie off here on 
your way to the cottage?" 

"Yeah, I figured she could give you and Cassie a hand. I'll 
be back before the dinner rush. The Girls will have to decide 
how they want to get around. There are bikes at the 
cottage, but they may want to hire a car. I'm sure they'll 
come up here for dinner and stay till we close. I'll probably 
just bring them when I come if they opt not to get a car for 
now. It means I'll have to run them home and pick them up 
in the morning unless they want to ride the bikes up, but we 
can all fit in Luka since Clem will be stopping by around 
dinnertime to pick up her van. Don and Emma will be in late 
and they will go straight to Clem's so we won't see them 
until brunch here on Saturday. Oliver and Daisy are coming 
up on the sleeper tomorrow night and will be here in time for 
brunch too. I think that covers everyone." I said mostly to 
myself. 

"Good night. Wife," Jesse said and kissed my cheek 
realizing I was lost in a stream of consciousness thought 
process. 

All my worrying had been for nothing, as usual. Everyone 
arrived just fine and Saturday's brunch bled into Saturday 
evening's party seamlessly. I opted to post signs in the front 
windows of The Tree letting people know we were having a 



party and that regular service would resume Sunday dinner, 
but that they were welcome to join us. And they did. 

Being summer, the sun was up until nearly 10 p.m., but 
when it set. The Tree glowed with fairy lights. The band had 
been playing for a couple of hours with some of the pub 
regulars sitting in to sing and play. The trays of simple 
finger foods Clem and I had prepared were holding up and 
the makeshift bar, two card tables draped with a paper table 
cloth, was stocked with buckets of iced beer - it's summer 
and I was an American after all - whisky, and paper cups, 
and manned by whomever found themselves in the vicinity. 
Locals, and a few tourists, flowed in and out, but the core 
group, my family and friends who'd come in specifically for 
the party, the soul of the evening, sat in a circle around a 
brick fire pit getting to know each other. 

I stood alone behind the temporary patio bar gazing at 
my family and friends. For a moment, the party swirled 
around me, frozen, yet moving, like a long exposure 
photograph. I was standing perfectly still, aware of the 
lights and sounds and smells spinning around the room, but 
seeing them as solid ribbons binding us all together, 
wrapping around us as individuals, yet tying us together as 
they traveled around the room. In that moment, I truly felt 
we would succeed. 

Late Sunday morning we all met back at the pub for our 
second brunch in as many days. The sign tacked to the 
front door of The Tree indicated were closed for a Private 
Party, but set to reopen for regular dinner service. 

For the first time since discovering the pieces of The Orb 
in my family mementos, everything, and everyone, 
important to my future plans was gathered under one roof. 



Under my instructions, Jesse has set up our usual late- 
night meeting table into a larger version of itself. Seated 
around it, drinking tea, coffee, and orange juice; and 
nibbling on baked bits of deliciousness from Clementine's 
shop, was my army - although some of them didn't know it 
yet. Jesse, Lexie, Cassie, Clementine, Alasdair, Oliver, Daisy, 
Don, Emma, Jo, Barb, and Myra - thirteen including myself. 
Lucky or unlucky, we numbered thirteen. 

Do not forget nne, Mi]a, said Aza's voice in my head. 

Never! I replied amending my count to fourteen with a 
smile on my face. Are you here? I asked glancing around 
wondering how I'd explain Aza to the people in room 
unaware of her existence. 

/ ann never far, came the cryptic answer with a chuckle. 

She was observing. Waiting and watching. Intrigued by 
my plan. 

No time iike the present, I said silently to her and stood 
from my seat at the head of the table. 

I clinked my spoon on the side of my tea mug to get 
everyone's attention and rose to speak. 

Jesse stood and went to the windows to draw the drapes 
as we'd arranged. 


Sunday, July 19^^, 2015 
Carnyx 

"First, I want to thank you all for the best birthday ever," I 
said as I set down my spoon. "I hope you've all had a great 
time. It looks like you've all hit it off, which is important if 
we're all to work together." I said as I walked to the opposite 
end of the table where Lexie sat. 

"Work together?" asked Myra confused. 

"Did you think I just invited you all here to party and 
relax?" I asked her with a smile. 



"Um, yeah, kinda," said Jo looking like she wanted to get 
up and leave. 

"Well, there will be plenty of that too, but I have ulterior, 
wicked motivations...And a story to tell you." 

"Oooo, story time" said Barb tying up her long curly black 
hair into a bun as if she was about to get down to business 
dissecting someone's financial reports. 

Jo settled back in her chair intrigued by the possibility of 
what was to come. 

I walked to the dormant fireplace and began with my 
back to them, "Over the years, most of you have heard me 
spout off about things that piss me off, wrongs that should 
have been righted or never have occurred at all, the bullshit 
that drives us all crazy but that we've been powerless to 
prevent." "Most of you," I continued turning to face them 
while leaning against the cool stones of the hearth, "but 
especially Jesse, have had to listen to me rail on about how 
it was the slaves who built the pyramids, not the damn 
pharaohs...It was farmers and blacksmiths who won the 
Revolution, not Washington and Franklin! It is oryr family 
trees that run the depth and breadth of the US, and 
England, Scotland, Ireland, France, and Germany for that 
matter; the rooted bones of our ancestors, sheltered under 
the branches and leaves of a canopy of their descendants. 
Yet the money, the wealth, the power of these countries, 
rests in a few hands that, with each passing day, crush more 
of our freedoms. I'm sick of it. I'm sick with it. It makes me 
crazy to think that all the freedoms our people fought for, to 
make life a bit better for the next generation, are being 
eroded away by the sea of our own inaction. We've become 
so complacent and too trusting of governments and 
corporations who only serve themselves. Our grandfathers 
and their grandmothers would want us to fight to reclaim 
our rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness. 
Nowhere in the Constitution, or the Magna Carta, or even 
Hammurabi's Code, did it ever say we had to bail out 
corporations, fight wars we don't believe in, and subject our 



children to education and health systems that are nothing 
but giant experiments run by people who put forth their best 
guesses about curriculum, processes, immunizations, and 
genetically modified foods!" I exclaimed, each sentence 
eliciting a slightly higher pitch from my vocal chords as 
years of pent up frustration pushed the venomous air of the 
breath I'd been holding for decades through my diaphragm. 

Jesse and The Girls grinned at each other across the 
table. Besides Lexie, they'd known me the longest and 
heard me rail on about everything from poor restaurant 
service to bank bailouts and healthcare expenses. 

"Well, I'm getting off that ride!" I continued a little less 
agitated. "We only get one life and I'm sick of everyone but 
me controlling it. I'm taking back the power we're entitled 
to by the laws of nature and the laws of man. I'm tired of 
being kept in my place through fear of what will happen to 
my credit, my ability to get a job, to get health insurance, to 
avoid the courts, blah, blah, blah, if I don't do what's 
expected. I'm paying my bills and minding my manners, 
while a group of good ol' boys do whatever the hell they 
want, with no accountability. I'm fighting back and I want 
you all to join me. You all bring unique skills and your own 
passions. As a team we would be unstoppable." 

"Girl, did you put something extra in your tea cup this 
morning?" interrupted Jo with a grin. 

"Nope," I said, sticking my tongue out at her. 
"Unfortunately, you, Myra, and Barb," I continued, "are at a 
bit of an informational disadvantage. Actually, all of you 
are, but you three the most because I've not been able to 
safely communicate with you in the states. Everyone here 
knows a little of what I'm about to tell you all, but no one 
knows everything." 

I took my place, standing back at the head of the table, 
between my chair and the fireplace, took a sip of my tea and 
dove in... 




I started at the beginning and told the story as if no one 
in the room knew anything so I'd be sure that everyone had 
all the same information. First, I told them about The Orb 
pieces, Aza, and Charlie's gold and wrapped up by saying, 
"So far, we know Lexie, Clem, and I can use The Orb pieces 
and I'd like to test the rest of you to see if anyone else is a 
Child of Aza.” 

"But more importantly,” I continued, "is what each of you 
brings to the group as individuals.” 

"Lexie,” I said beginning with my daughter, "you've got 
your vet career. Working with animals and the tools of your 
trade could prove quite valuable in a number of ways. Jesse, 
your background in biotech means corporate connections 
and access to products. Alasdair, as a jeweler it's about 
access to certain groups of people. Clem, your pastry skills 
mean you can access people and sites through areas the rest 
of us can't - catering, restaurants, hotels...Cassie, your age 
and roots in this area mean you can tap into a whole 
generation we can't reach. Jo, as a cop, you've got the 
inside track on law enforcement. Don and Emma, you offer 
us a foothold into your world of banking. Myra, you and 
Mick, with your construction company, you've got access to 
powerful equipment, tools, and blueprints. Barb, at 
SomersetHudson you've got access to the national train 
network - you can cover everything transportation related, 
especially the disruption of it. Oliver, you're our computer 
god. Daisy, as a motocross racer you've got access to fast 
bikes that can be used on all terrain and more important, to 
the men and women who race them - that's a community 
with a huge set of skills and connections. We all have 
connections and access to networks we don't even 
appreciate. We're kind of a hodge-podge of access and 
talents. We're a small example of what average citizens 
could do if they banded together, if they weren't 
manipulated and divided by religion and politics if we work 
together to take down our targets, we might be able to set a 
few things right." 



"Wait. What? What targets? You're talking about 
people!" Daisy interrupted. 

"Yes. It's people who make the decisions, not 
corporations. It's the people who need to be held 
accountable." 

"So, I may get to knock a few skulls together?" she asked, 
her eyes dancing. 

"You might at that," I answered knowing it would tickle 
her to a rosy pink. 

"By all means, continue please," she said leaning back 
into her chair and crossing her arms with a smile on her face. 

And then I told them about Carnyx. 

"My plan is simple in theory and devilish in the details...! 
want to take down the individuals who are ruining our 
countries, our lives, and our futures. I believe we have the 
means to do it together. If you all agree, we go forward, if 
not. I'll do what I can on my own to bring down a few 
individuals, some banks, a couple of corporations, and 
maybe a government or two using The Orb pieces and 
Charlie's gold through Alexander's Benevolent Society to 
fund Carnyx..." I said with a wicked smile and a sense of 
calm conviction I found surprising as I realized I was finally 
saying the words out loud for the first time. 

"Wait, what's Carnyx?" asked Myra. 

"Technically it's an Iron Age wind instrument used to 
incite battle and intimidate enemies. For us, it's a metaphor. 
A name on our tree house." I said. 

"We'll finally do what all the superhero movies won't? 
Crush the bad guys? Our very own Justice League?" asked 
Jesse with a hint of sarcasm. 

"Keep joking. Funny Man," I said, giving my Hexensteine 
bracelet a twirl and raising an eyebrow. 

He gave me look of mock horror and raised his hands in 
surrender allowing me to continue. 



"Our ancestors fought and survived and rebelled and I 
feel like we've just given up to the machine. We accept the 
constant infringements upon, and erosion of, our legal and 
human rights because they come under the guise of keeping 
us safe and holding our financial system intact." 

"Like I said earlier. I'm tired of living in fear," I continued. 
“I'm sick of just maintaining. We're constantly being 
threatened if we don't play by the rules - doctors make notes 
in their files and threaten report us to Children's Services if 
we don't immunize exactly like they tell us to, schools expel 
our kids when five-year-olds kiss the cheek of a classmate, 
or when teenagers with jobs forget a box cutter in their 
purse. Credit reporting agencies and other institutions sell 
our data to criminals or leave it on a laptop in the back of a 
car to get stolen...And yet there is zero accountability for 
them. Doctors who are negligent get slaps on the wrist and 
keep practicing, teachers who abuse children are shuffled 
from school to school instead of being fired, lame apologies 
from financial institutions who sell or expose our data with 
empty promises to 'launch internal investigations and do 
better in the future'. Everyone thinks saying "Sorry" is 
sufficient - well it just doesn't cut it, does it? 'We're sorry we 
threw a flash bang in your son's crib going after someone 
who wasn't even in the house. We're sorry we got the 
address wrong on the foreclosure documents. We're sorry 
we kept selling that car even though we knew for ten years 
it contained defective parts.' Honestly, I've had enough of 
worrying about the repercussions of every little thing I do - if 
I don't pay my bills on time, regardless of whether they are 
delivered promptly or mailed correctly, I can get bad credit 
or lose insurance coverage. If I don't research every aspect 
of a vaccine or loan or car, it's on me if something goes 
wrong - there is no responsibility on the part of doctors or 
banks or car makers or pharmaceutical companies to do 
anything but provide a bunch of disclaimers that protect 
THEIR asses - at no point do they bear any responsibility for 
a lack of fiduciary duty! I only get ONE LIFE AND I DON'T 



WANT TO WASTE IT LIVING THIS WAY ANYMORE!" I shouted 
a little too loudly as years of pent up frustration boiled over. 

The room was silent. Everyone stared at me then looked 
around the table at each other, weighing their thoughts. 

"Well, I'm in," said Daisy standing and daring her brother 
with her eyes not to join her. 

"Well, looks like I'm in too," said Oliver with a sheepish 
grin and mischievous twinkle in his eyes. 

"Count us in," said Don and Emma standing in unison. 
"We wouldn't miss this for the world," said Emma with a 
wink. 

Jesse and Lexie stood to register their agreement. 

Clem, AM, and Cassie were next. 

"Fuck it. I'm in, if we can bring down even one asshat it'll 
be worth it," said Jo. 

Barb and Myra exchanged sisterly smiles and rose from 
their seats. "So, are we like the Illuminati now? All secret 
society and shit?" asked Barb. 

"Nah, we're cooler than they are, we actually are a secret 
society since nobody knows about us," I said with a smirk as 
I noticed the color drain from Emma's face out of the corner 
of my eye. I followed her gaze and realized what was 
causing her quandary...Aza. 

I moved around the table and put my hand under Emma's 
elbow lest she wilt as a result of the blood draining from her 
head, and turned to face Aza. "Everyone, I'd like to 
introduce you to Aza." 

The entire table turned to face the kitchen door next to 
the bar. Half the air was sucked from the room as the 
majority of the people at the table gasped in surprise at her 
appearance, but to their credit they recovered quickly. 

I helped Emma sit down and Don gave me a little nod to 
reassure me he had matters under control. 



"Aza, I assume you already know everyone?" 

"Yes child, of course. I came once I understood that you 
have all agreed to go down this path. I know I cannot 
change your minds; they are all quite made up, so I am here 
to tell you I too will do my part. I too am in, as you say," she 
said as she took a position at the other end of the table next 
to Lexie. 

"Well, that's excellent. And brilliant timing too as I was 
about to show everyone The Orb pieces to show them how 
they worked and to see if anyone else besides, Lexie, 
Clementine, Don, and myself, are your children." 

"Yes, I know," 

"Of course you do," I said with a grin while I unclasped 
the Hexensteine bracelet from my wrist. "Do you already 
know if anyone else here carries your blood?" 

"I do." 

"Care to share?" I asked pulling my necklace off over my 
head. 

"She, she is of my blood," replied Aza pointing at Daisy as 
I pulled the Trinity Ring from my finger and placed it on the 
table next to the other bits of jewelry. 

"How is that possible? We're siblings? How can she have 
it and I don't?" asked Oliver confused. 

"It's a genetic thing apparently, like the gene for eye 
color. One sibling can have green eyes while another has 
brown." I explained. "One of your parents probably had the 
ability to use The Orb and passed it on to Daisy." 

"Yes, it was their mother. She carried my blood." 
Interjected Aza. 

We spent the next hour discussing and testing the powers 
of The Orb pieces. Daisy opted to just try out the Cruth- 
atharraich since it was something she could use that the 
whole group could see working, and unlike the Trinity Ring, 
wouldn't damage anything, or anyone, while she learned to 
control its power. 



I sat in my chair, at the head of the table nearest the 
fireplace, quietly watching the group of family and friends 
assembled around the table before me easily chatting with 
each other. 

You may succeed, Child, boomed Aza's voice in my mind 
and I felt her hand on my right shoulder. But why have you 
not told them everything. 

I looked up into her eyes and felt for the first time, in my 
entire life, a sense of calm. 

They wouldn't understand. 

Yes, sometimes le morte is the only way in the end, but 
from me learn the sadness that comes. 

You killed your brothers. It must be different to kill 
strangers. 

Perhaps... 

"Goodbye my children and their friends," Aza said aloud 
to those around the table as she shimmered from sight by 
my side, drawing the attention of everyone at the table. 

With all eyes now on me, I rose and said, "I'm going to ask 
that you all think about what you've learned here today and 
come back tonight, after the pub has closed, with a name, a 
name of someone, or someplace, Carnyx will help or will 
destroy..." 

And with that the conversation turned to what we should 
do with the rest of our day as Jesse opened the drapes and 
allowed the sun to push away our secrets. 

St:*** 


Cassie, Lexie, and the Wonder Twins agreed to hold down 
the fort at The Tree during the dinner shift so that Jesse, 
myself, and our guests could spend more time together after 
brunch. After brunch, we didn't discuss Carnyx or anything 
else; we just had fun. We took the ferry to Mull and visited 
Duart Castle. We picnicked, possibly quite illegally, in the 



gardens of privately owned Torosay Castle with provisions 
picked up in Criagnure, and around 8 p.m., returned our 
guests to their homes with promises to meet up at the pub 
around closing time. 

Jesse and I were working with Cassie and Lexie, wrapping 
things up in the dining room and kitchen from the dinner 
shift, when our guests began to arrive at The Tree. It was 
nearly midnight and a few patrons were still savoring the 
last vapors in their glasses, so everyone made themselves 
comfortable on the back patio. 

Thirty minutes later, having shooed the last of the 
customers from The Tree, armed with pitchers of iced, honey 
sweetened, jasmine green tea; glasses, a huge cutting board 
with some fresh fruit and salty cheese, and a small empty 
copper cauldron I'd plucked from the decorative 
knickknacks lined up on the mantle; Jesse, Lexie, and I 
joined everyone under the twinkle lights on the brick patio. 

We told Cassie and Lexie of our exploits on Mull, including 
letting ourselves into the gardens of the For Sale Torosay 
Castle for a late lunch, as Jesse lit the fire in the brick pit to 
ward away the midges. We placed the snacks and drinks on 
the large red painted wooden table near which everyone sat 
around the fire. 

I set the cauldron on the edge of the fire pit, and without 
any words or fanfare, I pulled from my left dress pocket an 
order pad and pen, and handed it to Clementine sitting on 
my left. 

She wrote something on a page, tore it out, folded it up, 
placed it in the cauldron, and passed the notebook and pen 
to Jo sitting on her left. Jo followed suit and the ritual 
continued in total silence until it completed the circle back 
to me. 

As I reached for the cauldron, Oliver stood and silently 
walked from person to person handing them each a unique, 
faded, time worn book from the messenger bag that had 



been slumped next to his chair. I caught his eye as he 
leaned past me to hand Clem a copy of The French Wine and 
Liquor Manufacturer. Recognizing the book's title from the 
1001 Nights app I realized what he was doing and watched 
as everyone's phones vibrated with a text message from 
him, inviting them to test his new game app. The next thirty 
minutes were spent in hushed conversations learning to 
communicate via 1001 Nights as the pub's stereo system 
played music off my iPod on the background. 

As the last notes of Pink Cashmere by Prince, segued into 
Time After Time by Cyndi Lauper, I stood and picked up the 
cauldron and held it in the crook of my left arm enjoying the 
feeling of the warm metal against my ribcage. Standing in 
front of my chair I met the eyes of everyone sitting around 
the fire and was given silent permission, with a nod from 
each, to draw a name from within. 

I read it and passed it around for everyone else to read.... 

Taibhsear Corp 

A few nods as some people recognized the name of the 
US company currently providing all the new, and highly 
suspect, surveillance equipment - license plate scanners and 
databases of the locations and travels of every vehicle that 
cross their paths, cell phone interceptors that capture the 
communications over every device in their radius regardless 
of guilt or innocence, micro drones with cameras and 
microphones that record your image and conversations at 
sports events, concerts, festivals, and rallies - to the 
government and law enforcement sectors. Those who hadn't 
heard of the company had quick whispered conversations 
with their more informed neighbors. I imagined Oliver had 
contributed this one, a supposition confirmed by a quick 
wink when I looked his way. 


I shoved that slip in my dress pocket and picked again.... 



Hunter Bank 

Ah yes, Jo's favorite bank...The one who had denied two 
short sales then foreclosed on Jo and her family, changed 
the locks, then harassed Jo to come unlock the house so they 
could have an appraiser go through. Complete 
incompetence. 

The next slip gave me pause because it mirrored my own 
ultimate goal, which only Aza knew of, having picked it up 
from my thoughts earlier. 

Lawrence Dodd 

Heh, I knew that name...Jesse's former boss who'd royally 
screwed us over to save his own ass. Unlike the previous 
two names, Lawrence exemplified the truth behind corporate 
America - a single rotten individual who takes pride in 
wreaking havoc on families for his own financial gain. It's 
never a company that fires people on the bottom of the 
totem pole to cut costs and boost share prices all while 
protecting the executives whose piss-poor decisions injured 
the company in the first place - it's people, and Lawrence 
Dodd was one of the rottenest, oozing, moldy apples in the 
barrel. I read the name and explained who he was to the 
group as it joined the slip in my pocket and I picked the next 
piece of paper. 


Washington, DC 


I looked around at the group before me as I read it... 



"Go big or go home, as we say in Texas," came Barb's 
response. 

"Here, here!" responded Alasdair eliciting looks of 
surprise from all of us. 

"Oh, don't look so shocked! I may be quiet and reserved, 
but I'm no wall flower when push comes to shove, and I've 
been shoved a few too many times of late!" he said settling 
back in his chair with his arms crossed. 

"Well alrighty then....," I replied with a smile as I drew the 
next slip. 


London 

I looked straight at Alasdair as I read it and saw the smug 
look of satisfaction spread across his face as Barb high-fived 
him. "Smartass!" I grinned at him. I'm glad they think this is 
a joke - what would they think if they knew my real plans? 

Scottish Independence 


"Is this the Scottish version of "Go Big or Go Home""? I 
asked pointedly at Don who just smiled, as the silver in his 
hair reflected the firelight giving him the appearance of a 
wise, angry Viking 

I pulled six more slips of paper, having skipped adding 
one myself, and read the names of people, and situations.... 

"Okay, a couple of these are pretty easy. Single folks, or 
small organizations, that just need a little payback, or a little 
help, to set things right. I can probably handle them on my 
own. The companies like Taibhsear and Hunter that need to 
be taken down a notch or two, that's going to take some 
serious planning, so I'll keep you all posted through Jinn." 



I'd recorded the items as an unsent memo in Jinn and 
walked to the fire pit to burn the slips of paper. 

As I walked past Don, he rose to join me. We stood before 
the fire where I pulled the notepapers from my pocket and 
dropped them one-by-one into the flames. He spoke softly 
under his breath. "I read something once that occurs to me 
this evening, 'The Tree of Liberty must be refreshed from 
time to time with the blood of patriots and tyrants'. I believe 
your Thomas Jefferson said that, or something similar." 

I looked sideways at him without turning my head, 
wondering what he was on about, and reaching for the 
Thought Stone to figure it out. 

"No need for that Lass," he said covering my hand with 
his as I reached for my bracelet. "My meaning is simple. 
There is only one way to truly regain our freedoms. I know 
you know that, and I suspect it is your end game. But I fear 
the beast that must be slain to refresh the withered tree may 
be too obese, too inaccessible, to dispatch, and if you were 
to only injure him, he would be vicious in his retribution." 

I smiled into the fire. "You've heard the saying, 'the 
larger they are, the harder they fall'? Well, I plan to knock 
him on his ass and cut off his head before he knows anyone 
is in his house. That's the thing about large beasts - they 
are not nimble, they are not resilient, they can be 
unbalanced rather easily and will, in their arrogance, never 
suspect an ant of being able to harm them." 

"So, to the picnic we go?" 

“Quite." 

Through the other side of the fire, I saw Cowboy's ears 
shoot up and he looked in the direction of the garage. 
Trusting his never-wrong hearing I brought my fingers to my 
lips and walked over to the fence to investigate the source 
of Cowboy's interest. Not seeing anything I looked down at 
Cowboy who'd come over to stand by my side. He was 



starting up into the tree that stood just outside the fence of 
the patio, the huge canopy of which shaded both the garage 
and half the patio when the sun was up. Did he see 
something in the tree, I wondered as I peered up into the 
branches? 

"Mom, Cowboy says it's an owl. It flew in silently, but he 
saw it. I bet it's a barn owl." 

"Christ! Why didn't I think of using The Animal Stone? 
What an idiot! I've never tried it on Pixie or Cowboy!" 

"Well, you've always had your own language with them 
and just trusted their regular way of communication. I've 
been using it with them trying to learn how animals think so 
I can use the stone in my practice. It's not like talking to a 
human. I know Cowboy and Pixie so well I can almost know 
what they mean without using the stone, so using the stone 
to confirm what I thinkVm sensing helps me learn to use the 
stone on animals I don't know...They kind of think in images 
and emotion. Does that make sense?" 

"Perfect sense. Can you tell Bert," I asked using one of 
his endless nicknames as I picked him up, "thanks for the 
heads up on the owl?" 

"Oh, he already knows," she said laughing at him licking 
my face as I held him in my arms. 

"Alright, on that note, I think we need to have some fun. 
Let's eat the gorgeous cheesecakes Clem has in the walk-in 
and listen to good music until we all want to pass out. What 
say you?" 

"I say, "Turn up the music"!" said Daisy as she heard Wiid 
Seed by Morten Market playing over my iPod and got up to 
dance around the fire pit pulling me with her. 

The rest of the evening was spent eating, drinking, 
listening to music and getting to know each other until the 
sun turned the eastern horizon pink. 

Oliver and Daisy headed back to Kent later that day, and 
Don and Emma were off to Edinburgh. AM and Clem needed 



to take care of some work issues and Jo, Barb, and Myra took 
off, as planned, to explore more of Scotland. 

That night, after a day walking through an exhausted fog, 
I sat at the end of the bar staring at the steam rising from 
my mug of tea.... 

"Jesse, I gotta get out of here," I said quietly to him where 
he stood behind the bar. 

"Everything okay?" 

"Yeah, I just need to think and there's too much to do 
here, all I can focus on are food orders and how much I need 
to dust." 

"Go, I can take care of whatever needs doing; I'm sure 
Cassie can help me out if I need it. We'll close up and get 
everything ready for opening tomorrow." 

"Yeah, she knows better than I do what we need to order 
at this point. I'm just gonna go for a drive and clear my 
head." 

I climbed into Luka, pressed the clutch in, turned the 
engine over, and plugged in my iPod. I didn't turn the 
volume up until I was well on my way. 

I pushed the buttons to roll down my front windows, and 
felt myself become one with the car and the music. The seat 
became an extension of my torso, the pedals my legs, and 
the wheels my arms via the steering wheel. Part of Me by 
Katy Perry pumped through the speakers. I downshifted to 
fourth and punched it past 3500 rotations per minute. The 
turbo kicked in and pushed me forward into the light from 
my own headlamps. 

I took the A-35 east towards Loch Awe. As I started to 
head northwards towards the tip of the eastern horn of the 
Loch I saw a sign for St. Conan's Kirk and on a whim turned 
off. 

My headlights swept over the grey stone of the Kirk as I 
pulled into a makeshift parking spot. I hadn't intended to 
get out and explore, but I found myself sitting on a terrace 



wall next to a sundial overlooking the loch thinking about 
the last yean...It had been a year since we found Charlie's 
Gold, a year since I'd discovered the powers of The Orb 
pieces - even though I didn't know at the time what they 
were, and now everything had changed. There was no way 
our plan for a simple retirement in Scotland, running a pub, 
was going to come to pass. No leisurely vacation train trips 
to explore Scotland and mainland Europe. Or was there a 
way? I could still walk away from my new plans. We could 
just use The Orb pieces and Charlie's money, until it ran out; 
to help people we came across. No Dammit! The freedoms 
that Archie, and Anna, and Patrick, and Vaientin, and every 
other ancestor upon whose shouiders Tm standing, fought 
for, are meiting faster than butter in juiy! I can't ask anyone 
eise to do this, and I want a different worid for Lexie and her 
kids. I have to try! I thought to myself swinging my 
dangling my legs over the wall. 

The moonlight reflected off the loch and hit the shiny 
black obsidian of the Death Stone in my bracelet. Do I dare? 
Wouid I reaiiy use it? ! shouid probabiy test it first, to make 
sure I can controi it, but on what? I couidn't possibiy just kiii 
something...\ thought as I noticed the midges swarming 
around me. Or couid!??? 

"No time like the present," I said out loud and closed my 
eyes. I focused on the swarming, biting gnats forming the 
cloud around me and thought of them all dead! Suddenly 
the air around me was silent save for a few crickets and frogs 
in the distance. It worked! Holy Carp! I hopped off the wall 
determined to find something to test the amethyst stone on. 
Assuming it would have to be a plant or an animal as there 
probably weren't any injured or ill humans around, I touched 
the blue Animal Stone and cast my mind open to the 
animals around me...The cacophony was ridiculous, 
complete sensory overload. Imagine seeing images and 
sensing feelings of every animal at once. I jerked my hand 
away from the stone, took a deep breath, let it out, and 
thought. Let's try this again. I touched the stone again and 



focused on just the small wooded area to my right. Christ! 
Still too much. Okay, one tree. That's better. I closed my 
eyes to help focus on the individual creatures in the tree. I 
touched the tree and spoke to its inhabitants, silently, 
telling them I could heal them if anyone needed help. 
Speaking in English, in my own head, to creatures I couldn't 
even see seemed ridiculous, but it was all I had so I went 
with it...trusting the stones to do whatever they did. 

So many creatures - insects, moths, spiders, birds, all in 
that tree, all basically ignoring me since even though I could 
sense them, none acknowledged me...except one, I got the 
feeling one was trying to communicate so I focused on that 
"voice". It wasn't really a voice, more like an urgent feeling 
tugging at some part of my brain and an image of a mouse 
dragging a leg along behind itself. Where are you? I asked 
the niggling feeling, and I saw an image of roots. I looked 
down and walked around the tree until I found a tangle of 
roots that seemed to match the image, and there at the 
mouth of a small hole between two crossed roots was a small 
tan mouse, and another just a bit further under the tree. 
Gotcha! Okay Little Miss, if you'll just scoot over I can try to 
help hinn. I thought in images as I touched the lapis stone. 
She hopped over one root and stood resting her front feet on 
it, watching me scoop up her mate. His left hind leg was 
badly mangled. I got an impression, an image, of what I 
took to be the feathered legs of an owl that had grabbed him 
then dropped him by accident, leaving him with a broken 
leg. I didn't know jack about mouse anatomy so visualizing 
a proper leg configuration wasn't going to work; I'd just have 
to wing it and tell the amethyst to make it right. Holding the 
mouse in the palm of my left hand, I rotated my bracelet so 
that the amethyst was sitting at the base of my wrist just 
below him. I touched the purple stone with my right thumb 
and the mouse with my right index finger, creating a bridge 
to channel the power from stone to mouse. I closed my eyes 
because it just seemed the right thing to do and asked the 
stone to fix the little guy. 



After about 15 seconds I cracked my right eyelid to peak 
down at him and make sure I wasn't making things worse, 
and popped open both my eyes to see if the shadows were 
playing a trick on me...His leg was contorting, it was 
bending into proper position, the broken flesh was healing, 
circulation was resuming back to his little bluish toes...And 
then it was over. Or at least I guess it was, because he sat 
up on his haunches, leaped over to the tree and scurried 
down to his mate with whom he ran under the roots where 
I'd originally found them. I touched the Animal Stone to see 
if I could hear them, but they were gone. Well, at least I how 
to make It work I guess, I thought to myself as I walked to 
the path that would take me back to the Kirk. 

I sat back on the wall and watched the moon gaze at 
himself in the loch. I'm really going to do this, aren't I? It'll 
mean leaving the pub, living for a while back In the 
States...I'm going to have to tell Jesse something, but I can't 
tell him the truth. I guess I can Just tell him I'm there on 
ABS business, yeah that'll work. But I can't Just not tell 
him...Oh fer fuck's sake! 

Suddenly something scratched at my jeaned leg. I looked 
down and almost screamed. Ten little mice stood on the wall 
next to my right thigh, their eyes flashing with moonlight. I 
quickly touched the Animal Stone. Happy was all I got, a 
feeling of happy. Some movement behind them, further 
down the wall, caught my eye...It was Little Mister, I could 
tell from the white patch on his left front leg, a unique color 
marking I'd noticed while healing his back leg. He was 
carrying a tiny purple thistle in his teeth. The crowd of mice 
parted and allowed him to walk down the middle of the wall 
on all fours, right up to my leg. He dropped the flower next 
to me and turned and scurried off followed by all the other 
mice. The last feeling I got from them was anxiety. Well, 
that makes sense, they were all rather exposed here on this 
wall had any owls been paying attention, granted no owl 



would have come by with me sitting here, but they don't 
know that. 

Still touching the lapis stone, I thought, Thank you. in the 
general direction of where they'd run and tried my best to 
send a mental image of the flower I was now holding 
between the thumb and index finger of my right hand. 

I tucked the flower gift behind my right ear, pulled my 
note pad from my purse, and sat on the wall organizing my 
to-do list until the sun rose over the loch. By the time she 
was a half dome on the horizon I was back in Luka and on 
my way back to the pub, plans firmly sketched out in my 
mind, note paper a small pile of ash on the wall thanks to a 
box of emergency matches I always carry in my car. 



Chapter XVII 


The next few months were busy. My plan was to tackle 
the jobs in the UK first, and then head back to America for 
the rest. Including The Beast Don and I had discussed. 

First up on the list was the old folks' home near Daisy and 
Oliver's place where, after walking by their garden on 
several occasions to and from work and seeing the same 
people, in the same positions in their wheelchairs, often in 
the direct sunlight, for hours on end, Daisy suspected the 
residents were being at best neglected and at worst abused. 

Jesse and Cassie ran the pub, with the help of Cowboy 
and Pixie of course, and I had set off for a visit with Oliver 
and Daisy to do a little recon. 

Sunset Villas was a private home catering to those who 
thought they were paying for better amenities than could be 
found in the state-run facilities. The owner, whose name 
Oliver had dug up for me, was a Greek man living in 
Morocco. It appeared as though Mr. Andropolous had nothing 
to do with the day-to-day running of the facility, he just 
received a monthly check with his financial statements from, 
Nancy, the woman he'd hired to run the place. 

I walked on the other side of the street from the low-slung 
red brick building to get an idea of the property. It was 
actually a u-shaped building, set back from the street by a 
small carpark topped with white rock. A small paved 
courtyard sat in the center facing a grass lawn out the back 
of the hedged grounds. Black bars on the windows seemed 
a bit ominous, but better safe than sorry I supposed as I 
crossed the street and walked towards the main entrance. 

I opened the door and caught a stale whiff of eau de old 
folk's home. It took me immediately back to Iowa circa 1979 



when I went with my paternal grandmother to visit her 
mother. Great-grandma Ollie suffered, probably, from 
Alzheimer's, but they called it dementia back then, and had 
been put in a home because it was staffed by nurses who 
could give her round-the-clock care. Grandma Olive had 
brought me along to set Ollie's hair in pin curls, because 
even though Ollie had no idea who we were, her daughter 
wanted her to look nice. I don't remember much from that 
day but the smell. Eight-year-old me didn't know then that 
it was the smell of Limbo on Earth - urine, sweat, vomit, 
infection, cleaning liquids, and sadness, but I knew I didn't 
like it. I wanted to leave so badly, but I sucked it up so I 
didn't get in trouble, and sat in the brown vinyl chair while 
Grandma chatted to her silent, probably heavily medicated, 
mother. 

I pushed the memories from my mind and approached 
the nurses' station. "Hi, I have an appointment with Nancy 
Smithwell." 

I'd made an appointment under the guise of needing to 
find a home for my mother, whom I'd moved with me to the 
UK when I took a job transfer. The plan was pretty simple - 
get in and find out what the hell was really going on here. 

"Right. Just a moment please. You can take a seat there, 
she should be right with you," replied Nurse Frances 
according to her name badge. 

I sat in the brown vinyl chairs, possibly the same ones 
from Ottumwa, under the window by the front door and 
listened in to the mental chatter of the nurses and patients. 

Bloody Hell! Nancy's not ordered enough disinfectant or 
gloves again! I'll be dannnned If I'nn paying for supplies 
again out of my own pocket! But Christ, If we run out... 
fumed Nurse Frances. 

Okay, let's see, where did I put that lunch time med 
chart. Ah, here It Is. Dammit there are no more dosing 



cups! Frances is going to spit naiis, mused a woman from 
the pharmacy room behind the station's counter. 

Nurse...Nurse...1 have to use the rest room... Nurse...came 
a silent plea from down the hall of someone who had 
forgotten she had a voice and a call button. 

There were lots of thoughts about the menu currently 
being served in the dining room...Damn baby food! thought 
one mind. Mud pie wouid taste better, thought another. 
What I wouidn't do for some soidiers and eggs over this 
siop. 

So tired...So hot...So thirsty... Where did I put my sidearm? 
Wait? Where am I? Keep it together Henry. So hot...So 
thirsty. Have to keep marching...came a voice from the 
courtyard that tore me away from the dining room. 

I rose and walked towards the French doors to the right of 
the nurses' station, smiling at Frances who glanced up from 
her inventory list. "Just stretching my legs and taking a 
peek out back through the door," I said as I passed her. 

I found him immediately, although I couldn't really see 
him. Sitting off to the left, behind a small brick wall that 
probably concealed garden supplies I spied two feet 
marching in place on the foot rests of a wheelchair. It was 
obvious he'd been forgotten outside when everyone had 
been brought in for lunch. It had to be 80 degrees out there, 
and he was sitting in direct sun! 

"Frances!" I called sharply, maybe too sharply, maybe not 
sharply enough. 

She peaked her head out of the half door used to enter 
the station and looked in my direction. 

I urgently waved her over, and to her credit she hustled 
over wondering what on Earth I was on about. 



"You've a resident outside, in the sun, I think he's been 
forgotten." I whispered as she stopped next to me. I pointed 
towards Henry's marching feet. 

"Shite!" she said more to herself than me and took off 
across the courtyard to rescue Henry. 

She wheeled him right past me and I grabbed her 
thoughts as she strode past pushing his chair...God damn 
your eyes Nancy! She was on her way to Henry's room to 
cool him down and rehydrate him, furious that Nancy 
wouldn't take her suggestions to hire more nurses and 
create a buddy system for resident care so that two people 
were always double-checking medications and schedules for 
exercise, meals, baths, etc. 

As I walked back to the chairs in the waiting area, Nancy 
emerged from her office to the left of the nurses' station 
wiping crumbs from her blouse and pushing a cloud of 
knock-off Giorgio before her that soon enveloped me and 
threatened to make me start singing It Takes Two by Rob 
Base and DJ E-Z Rock. 

I rolled my eyes internally and smiled as she approached 
extending a hand for what was to be a greasy handshake. 
She invited me into her office and as she peppered me with 
leading questions designed to find out about my financial 
situation - where was I living, did I own a house, did I have a 
car to deliver my mother or would I be needing their van to 
pick her up...blah, blah, blah she rambled as I poked around 
her brain a bit. 

Having gotten the information I'd came for - both literally 
and for my cover story as a possible future client, I shook her 
still greasy hand and walked back to Oliver and Daisy's via a 
circuitous route so I was sure Nancy wouldn't know where I 
was headed had she watched me leave. 



"She's a total bitch!" I slammed my hand onto Oliver and 
Daisy's dining room table startling their dog Sylvester. 
"She's siphoning every penny out of that place into her own 
account. Cutting corners on everything and embezzling 
everything not spent on the bare essentials, which includes 
Andropolous's monthly check, to keep him in the dark. The 
employees are too scared to speak up lest they lose their 
jobs, and the families of the residents are oblivious because 
they can only come by appointment and Nancy makes sure 
everything is kosher when they show up. The kicker is she 
over medicates the residents on visit days so there is no risk 
of them telling family what's really going on there! There 
isn't enough staff to care for the residents, the diet sucks, 
and supplies are scarce. It's criminal, is what it is!" 

"If we got this Nancy out of there, would the place be 
okay?" asked Daisy as she carried in a pot of tea and a plate 
of biscuits (it was still a struggle for me not to call them 
cookies, biscuits would forever be fluffy, crumbly breads to 
drown in honey or sausage gravy to me). 

"It seems like a nice property in a good area. Do you 
think Andropolous should be contacted?" asked Oliver from 
behind her with three mugs in his hands. 

"Nurse Frances is actually more than capable of running 
the whole place. The way I see it there are two options...Get 
rid of Nancy, get the money back, and put Frances in charge 
on our own, or rat Nancy out to Andropolous and risk the 
folks there having to move if he can't get the money back 
from Nancy to set things right. It's probably better if we can 
empty Nancy's accounts without spooking her, then push 
her out." 

We spent the next hour hashing out a plan. 

Later that night we sat with the Scrying Silver to watch 
for Nancy to leave for the day. Once she was well gone, 
Daisy and I set off for the cafe across the street from Sunset 
Villas. When darkness fell and we could see the coast was 



clear around the nurses' station, I booked it across the 
street, leaving Daisy with the Scrying Silver to keep an eye 
on Nancy to make sure she didn't come back to the office, 
and let myself in the locked side-door of Nancy's office using 
the Cruth-atharraich. 

As evidenced by the glowing blue button on her 
computer tower, she apparently didn't believe in turning off 
her computer. Working in the dark I jostled her mouse, when 
that didn't bring the monitor on, I reached around back and 
felt for the power button. So confident in her absolute power 
she was, she didn't bother to password protect anything, so I 
sat by the glow of the monitor digging into the financial 
software. Having a background in accounting I pretty much 
knew what I was looking for - two sets of books, and there 
they were...Sunset Villas and Test Set Up. Test Set Up should 
have been a dummy account used when the software was 
first installed for practice and learning - instead, it now 
contained the real-life books, while the Sunset Villas account 
was a dummy account from which she printed false reports 
for Andropolous. A quick perusal around Test Set Up and I 
had the banking information for the account in Switzerland 
where she'd been wiring the siphoned off funds for the last 
TEN years! There was evidence of nearly seven million 
pounds having been transferred in total. Now that I knew 
which bank she was using and had an account number it 
was time for a little trip. Using the Thought Stone, I let 
Daisy know I was on my way out. She told me the coast was 
clear, and I scooted out the way I'd come, but not before 
checking in on Henry who was sleeping peacefully thanks to 
Frances's quick work earlier. 

Before dawn the next day Luka and I headed out for the 
Chunnel entrance at Folkstone and a nine-hour drive to 
Switzerland. It was a no brainer to drive. Eight hours to fly 
versus a nine-hour drive through mountain roads with my 
own music blasting me into the night...Duh! 



After checking in and changing at my hotel I made for 
Nancy's bank on Dufourstrasse - her account number which 
I'd acquired from her office and the passwords I'd gleaned 
from her head, on a small card in my wallet. A small brass 
plaque imbedded in the stone facade quietly announced I'd 
arrived at Buttersmyth Bank, A.G. 

I approached the nearest desk behind which sat a very 
well dressed, well-coiffed woman - just like you'd see in the 
movies - perfect blonde hair in a perfect chignon, charcoal 
grey pantsuit over a shimmering dove colored silk camisole, 
black closed-toe shoes with a solid 3-inch heel, light make¬ 
up on perfect skin, and the barest of pink lacquer on her 
short nails. 

As I reached her desk she looked up with a kind, yet 
inquisitive smile hiding what I was sure was a ball-busting, 
hard-ass, center - kind of the reverse of a Tootsie Pop. 

I clasped my hand over my wrist below my waist in a very 
natural yet submissive, pose to hide the fact I was touching 
the malachite Thought Stone on my bracelet as I spoke to 
her. "Hello, my name is Nancy Smithwell. I need to close my 
account." 

Thirty minutes later I walked out of Buttersmyth Bank 
with a cashier's check in the amount of €6,257,502.65, 
payable to Sunset Villas. 

Now for the fun bit, I wickedly thought to myself. 

Back in Kent two days later, it was time to convince 
Nancy to resign and inform Andropolous that Frances would 
be taking over running the home. I kept Oliver and Daisy 
out of the loop about what I was doing since it bordered on, 
well, cruel. 



While she slept, I snuck into her home via the backdoor 
using the Cruth-atharraich. I tip-toed up her stairs and into 
her bedroom where I was confronted by a set of fearful eyes 
glowing in the dark. I touched my blue lapis and projected a 
feeling of calm towards the animal. It got up and stretched 
and came towards me purring. As it ran figure eights 
between my calves I saw the nature of its fear. Nancy! She 
was horrible to this cat! She only fed it every few days, and 
put out fresh water even less often. She'd throw the cat 
against the wall if it begged for food or water or to be 
allowed into the small room under the stairs to use the litter 
box. 

Suddenly I was feeling less guilty about what I was about 
to do.... 

I sat on the edge of the bed, hard enough to jostle Nancy 
from her sleep. She woke with a start at the sight of a dark 
shadow sitting next to her waist, and tried to scramble out of 
the bed, but I was quicker than she was. I'd wrapped my 
bracelet around my left hand, placed the black onyx stone 
dead center in my palm. My arm struck out like a cobra and 
I planted the Death Stone on the femoral artery of her left 
leg. She froze as the pain of the dying artery starved her leg 
muscle of oxygen. 

"You have two choices," I hissed in the dark. "Sign this 
letter of resignation and never set foot at Sunset Villas again 
or I go after the second leg, " I continued as I slapped a 
piece of paper and a pen on her chest. 

She grappled for the rolling pen and squinted in the dark 
to find someplace to sign the document. As I saw her sign 
next to the huge black "X" I'd marked for her, I pulled my 
hand from her thigh and rotated the bracelet until the 
amethyst was in my palm. I touched her thigh again and 
told the stone to heal her as I folded the signed document 



and placed it and my pen in my inside jacket pocket with my 
right hand. 

Satisfied it was done, I rose from the bed. "And I'm taking 
the cat! Unless you want me to come back here I suggest 
you don't get another pet. Ever!" 

I scooped up the smoke grey cat and tucked her under 
my arm as I walked out the front door. 

The next morning a messenger, AKA Oliver, delivered a 
picnic basket to Frances at Sunset Villas. Inside was Nancy's 
letter resigning and recommending Frances replace her, to 
be sent to Andropolous; a cashier's check with an 
explanation that the money belonged to Sunset Villas, but 
since the owner had been receiving his salary all this time, a 
suggestion the money be used solely for residents; and a 
cat, which, it was explained, needed a good home with 
gentle people. And at the very bottom, a single peacock 
green business card bearing the word Carnyx written in 
black calligraphy, which Frances slid into the corner of a 
picture frame on her desk and stared at everyday trying to 
discern its meaning. 

As I drove out of town the next day I slowed down by 
Sunset Villas to catch up on Frances's thoughts. The cat had 
been named Shadow at the suggestion of Frances who 
thought the name matched her coloring, but also quenched 
the niggling word stuck in the back of her 
mind...Carnyx...The money had been put in a separate 
account from the regular account so as to keep it off 
Andropolous's radar. Frances had ordered all her missing 
supplies and put plans into motion to buy a van and hire a 
full-time cook who would not only feed the residents, but 
supply packaged meals for seniors still living on their own to 
be delivered by the father and son team she'd just hired to 
take care of all the repair jobs around the facility. I smiled as 
I realized the father and son were people she knew from her 



church who were struggling to find work. l/l/ay to go 
Frances, I thought to myself as I pushed the accelerator with 
the ball of my foot, turned up the stereo, and headed north 
to the opening notes of Hard Headed Wonnan by Cat 
Stevens. 




Clementine's Carnyx assignment was next on my list and 
quite simple to sort. 

It boiled down to bullies, and parents who weren't paying 
enough attention to notice how their little boy was 
withdrawing into himself. 

I made sure to be sitting outside Clementine's house, on 
her front patio, when wee Stephen came home from school 
one day. I read his sad thoughts and saw images of the 
thugs torturing him. His parents both worked so he came 
home to an empty house everyday where the sadness just 
overwhelmed him. 

Why don't they like me? Why couldn't I be taller and 
smarter and faster? I'm useless.... 

My blood boiled, but I couldn't just go hammer the little 
shits, so I did what all bullies fear - exposed them for the 
wimpy little turds they are. 

I knew the spot between the school and Stephen's house 
where they lay in wait for him every day. I'd seen it in his 
thoughts. Once the crowds of his schoolmates had 
dispersed to their own streets after school, Stephen was left 
to walk alone to his house next to Clementine's for three 
blocks. It was along this part of the route the torture would 
happen. The older boys oozed out of the alleys or doorways, 
walked past him and struck him with whatever tools they 
had in their hands - sticks, belts, books. It was like walking a 



gauntlet. He'd tried walking the other side of the street and 
even down the middle of the road, he tried running and 
staying late at school, but they just took that as a greater 
challenge to their authority and hit him harder. If anyone 
saw, they turned a blind eye, because no one came to his 
rescue. His parents didn't see the bruises and cuts and even 
if they had, well, 'boys will be boys', right? 

I staked out my place on Warren Road, a table by the 
window of a cafe, set up my camera on its tiny tripod, and 
"listened" for Stephen. 

When I heard the fear in his poor little mind, I angled the 
camera up the road and pushed record. I caught them all.... 

I made a copy of my movie for Stephen's parents and one 
for the awards assembly at his school... 

I hand delivered the video to Stephen's parents and sat in 
their living room while they watched it. I was relieved to see 
them react the way any normal human parent would to the 
image of their child being physically abused - furiously! 
They apologized to Stephen and vowed he'd never have to 
walk to or from school again. They promised to meet with 
his teachers and the head of the school. They were about to 
call the police when I stopped them... 

"Mr. and Mrs. Marshall, please, hear me out a moment. I 
have one thing I'd like to do before the police get involved, 
and I think it will benefit your family and the community at 
large more than if this is kept just between you and the 
police and the families of the boys involved. Plus, it will 
protect you from retaliation if some folks don't take kindly to 
you reporting it." 

The next week the Marshalls sat in the back of the 
auditorium as the Head Teacher loaded a supposed "Special 
Message from the Duchess of Cambridge" into the DVD 
player (Send something in an official enough looking 



package from someone famous and people will believe 
anything.). After a suitably flowery introduction - some 
scrolling text nonsense I'd concocted about how the 
Duchess wanted to congratulate the school, the real 
message, the video I'd filmed, came into focus on the screen 
and the room fell silent except for the swiveling in seats as 
everyone turned to stare at the stars of the show...The Five 
Turds, as I'd come to call them. 

I snuck out the side door confident that Stephen would 
be safe from here on out, and future bullies in this school 
would think twice before pulling the same stunts. And 
maybe, just maybe, parents would take some responsibility 
for how their children behave...A gal can dream, right? 

The last bit of my plan to wrap up Clementine's 
assignment arrived at the Marshall household two days later 
- a puppy from the local shelter wearing a collar with a 
peacock green tag bearing the name Carnyx, because every 
child needs a best friend - and an envelope containing a 
check from the Alexander Benevolent Society for an amount 
sufficient to allow Mr. Marshall to cut back his warehouse 
delivery hours to part-time for a few years so he could be 
home by the time Stephen walks home, unmolested, from 
school. The puppy was renamed Shade, and his old tag, 
which they probably assumed to be from the village in which 
he was rescued, was put in a shoebox under Stephen's bed. 

St:*** 


By October I'd tackled Cassie's assignment. A certain 
hospital in England and their complete and utter disrespect 
for decency and human life had led to the death of one of 
Cassie's friends from school. Paloma had gone to A&E 
(Accident and Emergency - AKA, the Emergency Room to us 
Americans) complaining of an ear ache. She'd never seen a 
doctor, never had her temperature checked, and was 



brushed off as a complainer. The nurse who took down her 
symptoms told her to just go home and take ibuprofen. 
Instead she went home and died from the raging infection 
and fever of 105°F that wracked her body and caused her to 
seize, all alone. Her body had been found two days later 
when her landlady let the police in to investigate a missing 
person's report filed by her parents who had been contacted 
by her employer when she didn't show up for work. This was 
a death, which with proper care, could have been 
completely avoided. Paloma died at age 23 because of 
laziness and preconceived notions the medical community 
feels perfectly legitimized in propagating because they 
know everything! Accessing the medical records was a no- 
brainer for Oliver. Using them, I paid, literally, heart 
stopping visits to the nurse who blew Paloma off, and 
hospital administrators who encouraged the behavior to 
save money. Then I leaked the file to the BBC, which 
resulted in a flurry of resignations at the hospital - because 
while I stopped their hearts, I also restarted them (last thing 
I needed was the media covering their sudden deaths rather 
than the real story of abuse and neglect). The local 
newspaper in Paloma's hometown wrote a story on her and 
indicated donations in her name would be accepted at her 
parent's bank and placed into a scholarship account for local 
girls wanting to study engineering - Paloma's field of study. 
Her parents received a bundle of bills, wrapped in paper 
stamped with her name and the word "Carnyx". 

St:*** 


By mid-November, at Lexie's request. I'd taken down a 
network of dog breeders in Russia for the appalling way they 
kept and raised them for fighting...With a little help from a 
"friend". As it turned out, a certain dog loving actor-cum- 
lead singer of a rock band helped out by way of the plane he 
was leasing for his band's tour - at first unwittingly, but later 
completely of his own free will. 



I'd been racking my brain trying to figure out how to get 
in and out of Russia without actually using my real passport 
and leaving a trail of my activities as an average tourist, 
when a girlfriend mentioned in passing that one of our 
favorite bands would be performing in Russia soon - "too bad 
we have no chance of going", she'd lamented. 

A trip to Edinburgh and an “accidental” meeting in a pub 
later. I'd secured a seat on the lead singer's private plane in 
two days' time...It seems he was suddenly convinced I was 
just what he needed in a temporary personal assistant on 
this trip, as his regular assistant, Matilda, found herself the 
surprise beneficiary of a free trip to Turks and Caicos that 
was only valid that week. 

I'd picked Matilda's brain before she left and was fully up 
to speed on everything I'd need to do. Oliver had procured 
a passport for one India Chesterfield, an old, well-traveled 
UK passport, and spliced my photo into it. It never would 
have passed muster in the customs line regular tourists and 
business travelers are forced to use, but when you're with 
the band, things are a little different. Our arrival and the 
show went off without a hitch. I'd played my small part as 
procurer of bits and minder of bobs and bided my time until 
the band were all heading back, under their own steam, to 
different corners of the earth for other obligations. JJ and I 
boarded his G-IV, but instead of heading southwest towards 
home, he felt himself inexplicitly heading southeast to the 
GPS coordinates I'd pushed to his mind with the Thought 
Stone and which he'd programmed into the plane's 
guidance system. 

We landed thirty minutes later at a tiny airstrip just a half 
mile west of the breeding facility. I debated just coming 
clean and telling him everything, but decided to just 
continue manipulating his mind to get the job done cleanly. 



I instructed him to stay and wait for me as I pressed the 
release button to lower stairs from the plane. I blended in 
with the night as I ran towards the facility - Trinity Ring fully 
charged beneath my black gloves. I reached out with the 
Thought Stone and determined the location of the humans 
in the facility...Since it was night, they were all huddled in 
one room of one wing of the decrepit hospital. Brilliant! I 
blew open the door with the Trinity Ring, blew a power blast 
into the room to stun the five of them, and walked from 
person to person, stopping each individual's heart with the 
Obs\6\an...Sometimes death Is the only way. As I left the 
room I caught movement out of the corner of my eye. Did / 
miss someone? I touched the Thought Stone and realized 
the mind I was probing was JJ's...The instructions I'd planted 
in his mind hadn't lasted long enough, or I wasn't able to 
sustain them while using the other stones, and he'd gotten 
curious about where the hell he was. I turned a corner and 
ran right into him. 

"Come with me," I barked, not even bothering to use the 
stone on him. I led him to the kennels where the dogs woke 
in a rage as I entered the darkened ward. I could sense 
dozens of dogs around us, but couldn't make out the lay of 
the land. I used the Animal Stone to communicate images 
of what we wanted to do - rescue them. I showed them 
images of what I'd done to their keepers. The barking 
stopped. The room went silent as they all seemed to gather 
I was afraid of them attacking me. One dog, a female it 
seems, showed me images of cooperation - they would not 
attack, they would not bark, they would be still. I showed 
her that I was going to turn on the lights and that I had a 
friend with me who would help unlock their cages. I showed 
her we had a way to transport them away but that they'd 
have to follow us for a mile and board a strange machine. 
She seemed to agree to the situation by showing me an 
image of the sitting dog in the kennel next to her. I flipped 
on the light breaker and the room glowed with the 
institutional white of fluorescent bulbs. I looked atJJ and we 



looked at what lay before us. I didn't need the Thought 
Stone to read his mind - sadness and anger washed over us. 
Dogs, at least two dozen of them, of all ages, crammed in 
kennels too small for them, some with wounds old and new, 
some with missing legs probably kept alive for breeding - 
and a whole kennel of puppies separated from their mother 
to deny them food and comfort. JJ walked down the aisle - 
he took the kennels on the left, I opened the ones on the 
right. Each dog sat perfectly still as we opened its door. 
They were waiting for us to show them the way out. 

"There are two dogs who will need to be carried and the 
puppies can't walk that mile in their condition. We need to 
find out if there's a car or truck or something." I said looking 
around at the situation after opening the last cage door. 

"There are cars in the front courtyard. I came in through 
the main entrance. Having keys would be easiest. I don't 
suppose you know where the owners might be?" 

"Oh, I know where they are," I said as I started walking 
back down the aisle of kennels towards the door to the 
hallway. 

"I'm coming with you..." he started to say. 

"No! No, you're not. Stay with the dogs. Put the puppies 
with this one, she's their mother. I'll be back in a few 
minutes and we'll get everyone out...The last thing / need is 
hinn to see those dead bodies!" 

I took a deep breath and went back in the dorm room the 
overseers shared. I poked around in their pockets until I 
found all the keys I could. I grabbed their cell phones too. I 
turned the phones off, pulled their batteries, and shoved 
them in the pockets of my coat as I ran back to the 
kennels...Didn't need anyone tracking the phones, but I was 
willing to bet Oliver could use them to find the masterminds 
behind this horror...! was pretty sure the clowns in the dorm 
room weren't the ones running this enterprise...They were 
just the worker bees. 



"Okay, I've got the keys. Let's gather up everyone and 
head out there. We'll see what we've got when we get 
there." 

I pushed an image to the dogs of what we're were going 
to do...Those that could, started walking out of their cages 
and formed a single line down the center of the aisle. As it 
was, there were three dogs that were so injured they 
couldn't sit up, much less walk, so we carried them, I with 
one cradled in my arms and JJ with one under each arm. The 
puppies were bookended between their mom who took up 
her position at the end of the line, and another adult dog 
before them. I realized it had been she who had shown me 
the image of the sitting dog earlier as I caught the last 
image in her mind as she exited the room she'd been 
trapped in for three years. All these dogs were her children! 
Bred to be sold around Europe for fighting or other breeding 
programs. 

We loaded the dogs in two prehistoric Toyota Land 
Cruisers and drove them to the airfield. 

We made them as comfortable as we could on the floor of 
the aisle and gave every one of them a drink. As JJ fired up 
the plane, I stepped outside for one last task. 

We took off into the east and circled back over the 
hospital and airstrip on our way back to England. As we 
passed over the black asphalt of the airstrip below did a 
double-take at the glowing peacock green word I'd spray 
painted the entire width of the black ribbon below - CARNYX. 
What the hell? he thought to himself. That wasn't there 
when I landed. He looked at me and I Just raised an eyebrow 
and shrugged as I got up from the co-pilots chair to check on 
the dogs. 

I sat with Mama Dog and her rambunctious puppies. As 
they chewed on my pants, and shoe soles, and pocket flaps. 



she and I "talked" about the breeding program and what she 
knew of those responsible. I used the images she pushed to 
me of the men involved to put together a sort of mental 
Most Wanted list. As the images of the men burned into my 
memory from the images in Mama Dog's mind, I caught an 
image of another dog, and a sadness. 

"Who is that?" I asked pushing the image back to her. 

I got back from her images of the two of them as puppies, 
in a happy home. He was a bit older, having come from 
another litter, and she followed him everywhere, as he 
followed the little girl for whom they'd been purchased. The 
next image was of someone grabbing them and being 
shoved in a car trunk. The fear she felt and showed me 
caused my adrenaline to surge and in a moment of crystal 
clear thought, I had an idea. 

I pulled my necklace off and scooted closer to her head so 
she could see the pendant. I told her to think of just him, 
just images of him, details of him and push them to my 
mind. I in turn pushed them to the Scrying Silver, mentally 
crossing my fingers that he was still alive and we wouldn't 
have to use the Spirit Stone to talk to him. 

His image appeared and Mama Dog jumped up scattering 
her puppies who'd settled down around her to sleep. She 
looked at me with a mixture of fear and relief. 

"I'm going to try something," I said more to myself than 
anything. I touched the Animal Stone while looking at him 
in the Scrying Silver and was rewarded with him lifting his 
head to look around as if trying to figure out who was 
making noises in his head. IT'S WORKING! I thought. 

I dropped the connection with him to ask Mama Dog if 
she could tell me what the little girl used to call them. She 
showed me an image of collars on pegs by a front door and 
the tags on them - Ann and Andy. 

I pushed the image of the collar tag to Andy and he 
jumped to his feet. I pushed an image of Ann sitting with 
me to him and he got extremely agitated. I tried to calm 
him by showing images of us rescuing her. He calmed down 



enough to try to wrap his mind around what was happening. 

I tried to think how I was going to ask him where he was... 
How do you communicate that image, that concept to a 
DOG? 

While I was mulling this over I was aware of him focusing 
on someone entering his vicinity. An image popped into my 
mind of what he was seeing - it was one of the men from the 
images Mama Dog, er, Ann had shown me. He must have 
been taken to one of the other faciiities! 

I jumped to the Thought Stone and probed the creep's 
mind for a location and got an address. It was only a couple 
hundred miles from where we'd found Ann and these dogs. 
It's now or never I thought as I jumped up and ran toward 
the cockpit. 

"Look, there's another kennel, we've got to go back, go 
east again!" I exclaimed as I jerked open the door scaring JJ 
right out of his pants. 

To his credit, he recovered quickly. "What the hell are you 
on about? There's more dogs like those? Fuck! I can't keep 
randomly flying around up here without ending up with 
MiGs on my arse!" 

"We can't just leave them there! And we're here now. I'm 
never going to get this opportunity again. Can't you just 
pull some fly-below-the-radar shit and..." 

"What do you think I've been doing?" he interrupted. 

"Okay, look, sorry, but come on...I've got the GPS 
coordinates of the address, let's just go try." 

"Which begs a whole other set of questions - first of which 
is, where the hell did you get this new information?" 

"Ummm, well," I stammered realizing that story could 
take some explaining, "can't we just rescue the dogs and 
then I'll tell you everything?" 

He gave he a side-eye as he reached to program the 
autopilot with the coordinates I was showing him on my 
phone. "You really picked the right sucker when you 
targeted me." 



"Yeah, I know," I said aloud by mistake, remembering that 
one of the main reasons this had been so perfect, besides his 
concert in Russia, was his total love of dogs. 

"You and I are going to have some serious words when 
this is all over!", he growled. 

I went back to sit with Ann and have her explain to the 
rest of her pack that we were about to pick up some more 
passengers. I stayed with her rather than return to the 
cockpit until I felt us land, better to not poke the bear, I 
reasoned. 

JJ exited the cockpit and walked towards me. He towered 
over me sitting on the floor, hands on his hips, "So now 
what?" 

"How far away are the coordinates from where you've 
landed?" 

"About a half mile, we got lucky there was a road here. I 
could have pulled you right up to the door, but I thought 
that would be a little, alarming, to the occupants," he said 
with a smirk. 

"Okay, smartass, you should probably come with, but 
remember, we're going to talk later, no questions about 
anything you see for now, we don't have time." 

"Whatever," he said as he popped the cabin door, lowered 
the stairs, and descended into the night. 

I patted Ann's head, rolled my eyes, and took off after JJ. 

The coordinates took us to another abandoned building, 
this time it looked a school. We found four men asleep on 
cots in a tattered classroom. I silently killed each one as I'd 
done to the others. We found the dogs caged in what was 
probably a gymnasium. 

"Andy?" I called into the dark. 

"Bark! Bark, bark!" 



Using the Animal Stone, I pushed a series of images to 
Andy - Ann, freeing him and his pack here, the plane filled 
with dogs already. The room remained silent. 

In the weak moonlight coming in through the holes in the 
roof, JJ found a light switch along the wall and turned it on. 

My heart dropped...At least another fifteen dogs! 

As if reading my mind, JJ said, "Don't worry, we'll find 
room." 

Luckily these dogs were all adult and healthy enough to 
walk under their own steam. We were able to load them on 
the plane quickly and get them settled. Andy ran straight 
for Ann, and I headed to the cockpit giving the dogs a 
chance to absorb everything and trusting Ann and Andy to 
keep them in order. 

"What, no graffiti this time?" said JJ as I took my seat next 
to his. 

"I'd be happy to, but someone is all worried about time 
and MiGs," I said as I buckled my harness. 

"Well, we've got a low and slow four-hour flight until we're 
home...There's some water in that cupboard there," he said 
indicating behind me with his thumb. "Start talkin'!" he 
grumbled as I reached for it. 

"Wow, okay Grumpy - just remember, you asked for it," 
and I told him everything, because why the hell not... 

We landed at Inverness Airport, about an hour northwest 
of his home, just as I wrapped up story time. It was obvious 
he was a man of two minds - one completely focused on 
landing and organizing retrieval and housing of all the dogs, 
and one completely befuddled by everything he'd just 
learned - magic orbs, a race of pre-humans, Jacobite 
treasure, and Carnyx. 

I left him to his thoughts, and phone calls, and went to 
the back to let the dogs know we were in a safe, albeit, 
temporary place. 



Within a half hour, a fleet of old Land Rovers and a faded 
blue panel van were on the tarmac - friends and staff of JJ's 
who'd rallied to transport the dogs. All the dogs would stay 
at JJ's for a few days while we sorted out what to do with 
them. Luckily, JJ's friends were used to his antics and knew 
better than to ask questions at 4 a.m. faced with thirty- 
seven dogs. 

We got most of the dogs settled in JJ's barn, while his 
three German Shepherds, who'd immediately set up a 
perimeter around the barn in a show of solidarity, hunkered 
down outside. The vet JJ had called had transported, in the 
panel van, the sickest dogs to his practice. And the world 
was quiet. 

I'd been on self-imposed radio silence since leaving the 
concert venue, but now that I was back in Scotland, my "job" 
done, I texted Jesse to say I was more or less home, staying 
at JJ's another couple of days until Matilda got back and 
asked how things at the pub were going. And wasn't I so 
lucky to have been given this opportunity...All the very 
mundane things any wife would say to any husband - should 
anyone be listening in. 

I curled up in the overstuffed duvet on the guest bed and 
passed out as the sun pinked the sky. 

Lexie flew in the next day from Switzerland to help 
organize placement of the dogs. She and JJ worked the 
phones all day networking with co-workers and friends 
across Western Europe to find homes for each of them. By 
the end of the day, folks were confirmed driving to JJ's estate 
from all over Europe for a giant adoption party over the 
weekend. 



I'd been using my time trying to find Ann and Andy's 
original owner. I'd been able to catch images of the 
neighborhood from them and I had one lead - a book shop 
called Bound they'd sit outside of while the family went 
inside to wander sometimes. 

A quick check of the internet gave me a destination. 
Dundee. 

JJ had said I could borrow one of his cars, having seen me 
ogling the Aston, but I was looking forward to a little time 
with Luka, whom I had driven to his place from the pub. 

I parked a few blocks up from the bookstore, figuring it 
was the best place to start, and I wasn't wrong. As I stepped 
in the door I immediately recognized the girl behind the 
counter as Ann and Andy's "sister", the little girl from their 
memories... r/7ar?/c DOG they haven't sold the shop! 

"Hi. Can I help you find anything?" she asked. 

"Well, actually, yes,” I said hoping my subterfuge would 
work...l mean, I knew the dogs were hers, but I couldn't just 
tell her without explaining why, I had to let her figure it out. 
"We recently found a group of dogs that were being used for 
fighting and breeding fighters, and before we adopt them all 
out I'm canvassing local areas with flyers, advertising our 
website where people can view pictures of the dogs, in case 
anyone recognizes a dog that might have belonged to them 
so they can claim them. Would you mind if I put up one of 
my posters in your bulletin board over there?" 

"Sure, no problem," she said a little wistfully. 

I pinned the flyer to the corkboard and walked really 
slowly towards the next shop. 

"Wait. Wait!" came the voice behind me. 

I smiled, then changed my expression to one of surprise 
as I turned to face her. "Who me?" 

"Yes. Yes. Where did you find the dogs on your flyer? 
Those are my dogs! My Ann and Andy! They were stolen five 



years ago!" 

"You don't say?" I said smiling inwardly at my decision to 
use Andy and Ann as the poster children for the flyer 
advertising our "website" - AKA a free blog page with photos 
of the dogs I'd slapped up before leaving JJ's house in case 
anyone actually checked my story. 

I gave her my made-up spiel about how we'd found the 
dogs and told her I'd be more than happy to return Ann and 
Andy to her if she could prove they were hers...She grabbed 
her cell phone from her back pocket like a gun slinger at 
high noon and showed me an entire folder of photos of Ann 
and Andy from puppies to an image just before they were 
stolen around age two, their bright red coats gleaming in the 
sun as they sat on the slate pavers in their former garden in 
front of red-yarn headed Raggedy Ann and Andy dolls posed 
on a white, wrought iron bench. 

In all honestly, it could have been any two retrievers in 
her photos. Under normal circumstances there would have 
been a deeper investigation - scans for microchips or 
checking for unique markings at the very least, but I already 
knew the truth and the girl before me was entirely 
convinced so there was no need to continue with my 
charade of looking for owners of lost dogs. 

I explained that Ann had been bred and currently had a 
litter of puppies that would need to stay with them a least 
another month. 

"No problem. I think. I've got to call my parents and tell 
them the news." 

"Okay, tell you what. I'll keep passing out my flyers and 
come back in a little bit to decide what to do about the 
logistics of returning Ann and Andy to you." 

"Okay," she said as she shot off into the store already 
dialing her phone. 

I made a half-assed effort to pass out flyers down the 
street to keep up my cover, then popped into a pub for a 
cuppa before heading back to the bookstore. 



When I walked back into the store I was confronted with 
Michelle, the now teenage little girl I spoken with earlier, 
and her mom, Ella, animatedly talking about where they 
could clear space for Ann and her puppies. 

We sorted it out that I'd bring the dogs down the next day 
and I left knowing what a song in the heart means. The 
drive back to JJ's house was a blur of asphalt and wind and 
music. 

By Sunday my "job" in the Highlands was done. I'd be 
leaving in the morning. Ann, Andy and the puppies were 
home with Michelle. The rest of the healthy dogs were on 
their way to their new homes across Europe; and the three 
being treated at the vet had been officially adopted by JJ and 
his shepherds. 

JJ and I sat in silence at the huge wooden work/breakfast 
table by the crackling fire in the stone hearth of his kitchen. 

I pulled my legs up from the floor, wrapped my cardigan 
around them, and reached for my stemless wineglass of 
whisky as the cool fall night air sighed through the widow 
behind me. 

I knew he still had a million questions, but he was 
wrestling with the desire to know versus the fear of knowing. 

I decided to let him off the hook. 

"Don't worry. I won't ever say anything about your 
involvement and I'm sure your friends are satisfied with the 
explanation of working with Lexie to host an adoption event 
for Russian dogs. No one will ever come looking at you for 
what happened to those wanklords in Russia." 

"I'm worried about any records tracking my plane. If 
someone has photos or tracked us, they can trace 
everything right to my doorstep." 

"Oh, that, yeah, sorry...Don't. I've got a guy, as it were, 
he's taken care of that. As far as the aviation regulators, or 
at least their computer records, are concerned, flew straight 



home from the original airport. The electronic record of your 
extra legs has been erased and anyone who saw your plane 
anywhere near the hospital, or the school where the dogs 
were kept, won't be able to link it to you because I kind of 
changed the registration letters on the tail before we left the 
first airport - if anyone reports a plane, or even has pictures, 
it'll be for a plane that doesn't exist...Once they hit that 
dead end, they'll be focused on Carnyx. 

That seemed to satisfy him because he took a deep 
breath and visibly relaxed over his drink. "Well then, to 
Carnyx," he said and raised his glass, the orange fire 
dancing in the amber liquid. 

We spent the night, and a few hours of the morning, 
commiserating about how divided we all are. About the 
power lying with the middle class based on sheer numbers 
alone, and about the fact we're being isolated from each 
other by drama created over race, gender, religion, and 
political parties, to the point we can't see we're being 
screwed by the politicians, corporations, and media, because 
we're so wrapped up in Republicans vs. Democrats, Tories vs. 
Labor, men vs. women, white vs. everyone one else, birth 
control vs. going to hell....Even with all his money and fame, 
JJ could still remember what it was like to be powerless, 
voiceless, and alone. The late hour and the whisky, plus the 
righteous indignation of oppression, made for a bit of 
shouting that brought his in to dogs to investigate. 

As he buried his hand in the deep fur along the back of 
the closest dog's neck he saw my end goal, even though I'd 
never shared the whole plan with him. 

"You're going to do it, aren't you? You're going to unite 
them all under the Carnyx banner and bring it all to a 
complete standstill until the power is reversed." 

“I call it Life Without the 95%..." I said with a grin made 
evil in the shadows of the fire. "Let's see how the 5% do 
with no one doing anything...” 

"It'll be chaos." 



"It'll be fun. We the People will still look after each other 
in our own communities, but industry and markets will grind 
to a halt. The 5%, the ones who grind us under their 
bespoke heels, will lose so much money when the UK and 
America Strike they'll be bent over the barrel, bottoms 
bared, asking, "Please ma'am, may I have another."” 

"You're going to crash everything!" he exclaimed as his 
brain considered and computed the whole panorama. 

"That's just it. Everything is an illusion. At the end of the 
day the sun will still rise, it will still set. I'm not talking 
about terror. I'm not talking about shutting down power 
plants and crashing planes. I'm talking about a planned 
Strike - no work without a voice, no children in school 
without real change. I'm sick of excuses for bad teachers 
and assembly line treatment of students. It's not about 
hurting regular people. It's about ousting the government 
and getting real people in office, ones who understand what 
it means to be hungry, worried about healthcare, childcare, 
and education. It's about shifting the power to the majority. 
For too long we've been taught that without government - 
the President and Congress, on down to local governments - 
civilization would fall...That's bull shit! I learned one thing 
on 9/11 - WE keep on keepin' on even when THEY all run off 
to their bunkers...." 

"Here's to keepin' on," he said raising his glass, as the 
song changed on his iPod and we both started singing along 
to Don McLean's American Pie, probably a little too loudly. 

Late the next morning I packed up Luka to head back to 
The Tree. JJ and I forever bonded over the rescue of the dogs 
and our own version of karaoke, hugged goodbye on his 
gravel drive knowing Carnyx would bring us together again. 

As I pulled out onto the main street, I called Jesse to let 
him know I was on my way, and then I called Oliver to ask 
him to pick up another book for me - our code for another 



1001 Nights player. He'd know I'd send him the particulars 
via Jinn, but in the meantime, he could find and start 
uploading a book for JJ. 



Chapter XVIII 


December 2015 

My projects to the east of the Atlantic now wrapped up, I 
turned towards America. 

My plan was to start with finding Bellamy's descendants, 
if there were any, since I knew how important it was to 
Emma. But all the while. I'd be taking care of a couple of the 
smaller targets and gathering information on the bigger fish 
that needed frying. 

Jesse would run The Tree while I was "doing some 
genealogical work and visiting family." To anyone watching, 
I was just an average citizen enjoying her husband's 
retirement from corporate America. Granted I was sure no 
one gave a rip about what some middle aged white woman 
was doing, but it's always good to have a cover story.... 

Since Emma wasn't related to Aza, I knew I was on my 
own tracking down Bellamy's relatives...It was going to be a 
lot of old fashioned detective work in dusty church 
basements and libraries. 

I flew into Charlotte, North Carolina to pick up clues to 
the overgrown, nearly invisible, 300-year-old trail left by 
Sam Bellamy. 

Since I was planning on being in the states for a while. I'd 
decided to have Luka shipped over - actually cheaper than 
paying for rental cars or buying a new car, but in the 
meantime, until she got here, it was a rental for me. 

I was beat when I arrived, so after renting a car I headed 
to a restaurant for a long, late breakfast. I hit the place 



during the lull between breakfast and lunch so scored a four- 
top all to myself. 

Tea, OJ, eggs and toast ordered, I pulled out a plastic 
folder from my messenger bag. It contained a few maps of 
the Carolinas from the early 19th Century and a notebook 
filled with notes obtained from Bellamy himself. 

I'd made a quick trip to Edinburgh before leaving for the 
States figuring the best way to find a family is to start at the 
source, right? Using the Spirit Stone and Emma's painting I 
was able to summon Bellamy and find out, once and for all, 
what had happened on April 26, 1717, the night of the 
shipwreck. 

Stories have circulated on Cape Cod for centuries about 
"Maria" and "Black Sam". Some called her a witch. They 
accused her of cursing Bellamy for abandoning her when 
she was pregnant. Some think she killed herself after the 
wreck because it claimed the life of Bellamy, leaving her 
ghost to haunt Devil's Pasture in Wellfleet, MA to this day. 
Some think she lived alone on the eastern dunes of Cape 
Cod, above the wreck site, pining for her lost son and lover 
until she died. 

The truth, as always, was much more interesting. 

Mehitable, often called Mary before being married, and 
Sam met at the end of 1715 the same way Jesse and I had - 
in a bar, although in the 18th Century they were called 
taverns and inns, and while they similarly offered ale and 
whiskey, they provided beds instead of dance floors. 
Mehitable was a married woman known to everyone as 
Goody Hallett; "Goody" being the colonial equivalent of Mrs. 

They met at Crosby's Tavern while she was delivering 
eggs one morning. He was leaving Crosby's, where he'd 
secured a room while in town for a meeting with a soon-to- 
be business partner (One Mr. Palgrave Williams), and she 
was waiting in the dark, permanently smoky, dining room for 
the owner's goodwife to pay her for the eggs. 



"She was lovely. She had an air about her, as if she was a 
wild little beastie straining at the bonds of her dress, her 
situation, her place in society. She simmered beneath her 
bonnet; her eyes sparkled with ideas about exactly where 
Crosby and her husband and her father could take their 
condescending attitude towards women. I was drawn to her 
like a sailor to a siren." 

As one would imagine, their affair was unmasked quickly. 
Discharged from her house by her husband, and in a 
delicate condition, she lived alone, outside of town, 
surviving on her skills as a seamstress and promises made 
by Sam to return a wealthy man and retrieve her. 

On December 31st of 1716 their son was born. Mary 
named him Nathaniel. 

I'd asked Sam about the rumors of their son dying, but he 
just chuckled and continued with his story. 

"In March of 1717, a little under a year from when I left 
her, I sent word that I was returning, coming up from 
Jamaica. I had been lucky with the capture of the Whydah. I 
was returning sooner than I thought possible. I would never 
know for certain that she received it until I arrived in 
Eastham, but I promised I would send word so she could be 
prepared if at all possible. She knew our plan was to take 
our child and disappear, to live away from the cold of the 
climate and the colonists. She also knew my plan to fund 
our escape was piracy and that to be truly safe we would all 
need to be dead. Little did I know how close to death one 
must be to assure the illusion." 

Mary received the message from Bellamy by way of his 
courier - a young orphan boy he'd found aboard the Whydah 
working as a servant to Captain Prince. Sam had asked the 
boy if he wished to leave with Prince aboard the Sultana, the 
ship he'd given the Captain to sail back to England in 
exchange for his easy surrender of the Whydah, or wished to 
be a pirate. Assuming the boy would choose to return to 
England, Sam was perplexed for a tick when the lad 
responded matter-of-factly, "I'd like a mother and a father." 



Sam smiled at the memory. "I knew exactly what I would do, 
but I asked him if he would like his parents to live in warm 
Jamaica or cold England to cloud my intentions. Of course 
he responded he would like to live in warm Jamaica and the 
die was cast. Prince sailed for England and the boy stayed 
with me. I gave him instructions, money enough to buy 
passage to Carolina, and a sturdy horse to ride to Mary, his 
new mother." 

I laughed a little out my nose as I put the double meaning 
of Bellamy's words memorized by Emma. 

"Something amuses you?" Bellamy asked. 

"Just the cleverness of your words when you told Captain 
Prince that you were a free Prince when he chose to stay 
loyal to the governments that steal under cover of the 
law...You meant Prince as a double entendre and I'm just 
now understanding that. We don't speak like that anymore, 
much of our ability to turn a phrase has died a tragic death 
at the hands of people who report on the events in our 
century." I left it there not wanting to have to explain 
television and sound-bites to a man from the 18th Century. 

He smiled politely, knowing there were things best 
explained another time, and continued his story. 

Mary received her new son and the message he carried 
with the warmth and comfort of a loaf fresh from the hearth. 
Hers was a mixture of relief and delight - Bellamy was alive 
and she, and her now two sons, were soon to be free of the 
prison bars of northern society. 

"She later told me she asked him his name and he replied 
"They calls me Brick, ma'am, because they say I be likely 
dumb as one." 

To which she responded, "Well, what do you think is a 
smart name, because I think you are a very smart boy to 
have come all this way to find a new mother?" 

"I think someone who is free is smart, ma'am," he replied 
simply. 

"Well, then we shall call you Freeman and you will be a 
very smart man indeed." 



Mary put into motion the plan she and Sam had baked up 
before he left. 

She faked the death of their son - apparently not a hard 
task when one lives alone. Using a conveniently timed 
storm, she claimed to have left her son sleeping in the hay 
in the small lean-to when it caught fire from a lightning 
strike, all Mary had to do was play the grieving mother and 
keep Nathaniel hidden until Bellamy showed up to claim 
them. Freeman and his new brother spent many hours 
hiding in the tiny potato cellar under the tiny saltbox house 
during the daylight hours while Mary worked her small 
garden in her mourning black. 

The plan had been to wreck the ship all along - how 
better to fake one's death then a shipwreck? He'd offloaded 
the bulk of his share of the takings in Jamaica over the 
course of many nights hoping that the bursting secret 
pockets of his coat wouldn't jingle as he walked out the back 
door of the tavern to relieve himself of a different kind of 
'golden stream'. Under the auspices of finding a wall upon 
which to relieve himself - the old, l-was-looking-for-the- 
bathroom ruse - he walked the two blocks to a small 
blacksmith shop he'd scoped out the week before, let 
himself in to the closed shop silently so as to not awake the 
smithy asleep upstairs, pried up the floorboard in the corner 
suspended over the earthen floor below, and emptied his 
pockets into the rum cask standing at attention below. 

None of his crew was privy to his plans, they thought he 
had kept his share in the hold with theirs. They thought 
they were on their way to Massachusetts to continue their 
plundering ways. Sam assuaged his guilt by reminding 
himself that they would have plenty of money, once they 
pulled it from the sandbar upon which he planned to capsize 
her. 

Sam's spirit cried as he recalled how horribly his plan had 
come to fruition - over a hundred dead, others captured, or 
so he had heard. The winds had been horrible that night, 
he'd not expected the ship to be violently torn apart. In the 



dark, he'd tried to heave soggy men onto scraps of deck and 
hull, but the waves knocked them off or swept them further 
out to sea on their tiny wooden rafts. 

Realizing his only chance was to cling to the bulk of the 
ship wedged in the sandbar until the storm passed he swam 
towards the remaining chunk of hull let the wind and waves 
press his back into the curve of it for hours. 

Expecting his arrival, Mary walked the dunes above the 
eastern shore of Cape Cod waiting for the arrival of 
Bellamy's crew. She knew his plan was to stay on the ship 
until everyone was evacuated to shore, then disappear to 
make it seem he'd gone down with the ship. But as she 
waited, as the winds howled, her heart inched its way up her 
throat, and when the darkness was split, by a crack of 
lightening right over the wreck, and she saw the single 
jagged section of hull sticking up from the sandbar like a 
single tooth in an infant's mouth, her heart stopped 
pounding then exploded in her chest. 

She collapsed to her knees in the wet sand and sobbed, 
overcome by the stress and emotion of the last year and the 
fact her dreams, like the Whydah, we're in pieces. 

Suddenly she was angry! For an hour, she stood and 
shouted into the storm, waving her arms, damning the wind 
and waves to hell. 

As if afraid of her wrath, the storm slowly moved on, up 
the coast to the north and east. As the clouds departed, the 
moon began to light the beach below and she was able to 
make out dark shapes in the sand. Bodies! 

She tore through the dunes in her bare feet and soaking 
black woolen dress stopping at every body she encountered 
- they were all dead, and none of them was Sam. 

She turned to face the Whydah. Ideas fired through her 
brain like fireflies on a summer evening...Sw/m. Too far. 
Paddle out. No boat. All this debris. How big a piece of It 
would I need to support my weight? She scanned the beach 
for a piece of decking or anything that looked big enough to 



use as a raft to reach the Whydah, then she looked out to 
sea for nearby options. 

As she scanned the surface of the water in the moonlight, 
she thought her eyes were playing tricks on her when she 
saw a man balancing on his knees on a small section of ship 
coming towards shore using his hands as paddles. 

Momentarily paralyzed by fear while her mind debated 
whether to run from this unknown man or stay and ask him 
what became of Sam, her brain processed that this was 
Sam! 

"Saaaaam!" she screamed into the still present winds as 
she ran towards him into the water. 

When she could walk no further she stood and waited in 
the breast deep water for him to reach her, knowing it would 
be impossible to swim in her dress. 

Moments later the waves drove him to her, he reached 
out his hand to touch her cheek and fell unconscious. 

She was able to push him, on his raft, towards the shore, 
and around a small bend in the beach before pulling him 
into the sand between two dunes. She knew it wouldn't be 
long before someone spotted the wreck now that the storm 
had passed and she was determined to maintain the illusion 
of Sam going down with the ship. 

Exhausted from the emotional and physical exertion of 
the last two hours she rested her back against a dune and 
waited, with Sam's head in her lap, for him to come around. 

When he awoke he was in a panic until he realized he was 
on shore and no longer in his cradle on the ship. Once he 
realized he was alive and on shore, he tried to dash to the 
water to look for survivors, but Mary grabbed him and pulled 
him back into the sand. 

"Stop it!" She whispered harshly. "You can't go out there. 
The town has come down looking for survivors, if they find 
us our plan will be shattered. We must get back to the 
house. Now is the perfect time to leave with the whole town 
distracted by the wreck. Come!" She implored while trying 
to drag him up the hill of sand towards her house. 



Sam was finally getting ahold on the reality of the 
situation. His plan, like the Whydah, had been torn apart, 
but there was still a chance. 

Back at the house they quickly pulled the packs of 
supplies and the boys from the potato cellar. Sam barely 
took a moment to meet his infant son before handing him to 
Freeman sitting astride the horse he'd ridden from Carolina. 
Sam and Mary walked beside the pack and child loaded 
horse, west, then north, into the night. 

For two days and three nights they traveled at night and 
slept by day. During their travels Sam shaved his black 
beard, trimmed his long black hair and tied it with a leather 
thong into a neat ponytail. By the time they reached Boston 
they were the Cottonwoods - William, Hope, Ethan, and 
Henry Cottonwood and they were destined for Virginia, or so 
their tickets for passage said. In Virginia they became 
Adam, Amelia, Freeman, and Nathaniel Swallow and sailed 
for Carolina. 

As "Amelia" accustomed herself to her new name and 
new surroundings, "Adam", posing as a merchant, sailed for 
Jamaica to retrieve his spoils. 

Upon his return, home he was able to relate to Amelia 
that their scheme had worked. The news from Eastham, 
garnered by gossip aboard the ship and in Jamaica, was that 
Bellamy went down with his ship, and Mary, destroyed by 
losing first, her son, and then her lover, had killed herself 
the night of the storm after witnessing its destruction. It 
seemed someone witnessed her railing at the storm, but had 
surmised her to be mad, however upon reflection of the rest 
of the events of the night, the town determined she must 
have seen the ship torn apart and committed herself to the 
sea in desperation. 

The Swallow family bought a small farm outside of 
Charles Towne, South Carolina, and eventually opened a 
small shop in town selling wares to the ever-arriving settlers. 

Sam died in 1750, two years after Mary. He was 
flabbergasted to learn that 26 years later, the colonists 



chose sides in a war of independence from Britain, and 
wondered aloud what became of Freeman and Nathaniel 
"Especially since," he assured me, "they would have fought 
for independence." 

He also told me that he had left the bulk of the Whydah 
treasure untouched once they were settled in Charles Towne. 
He told me the boys were to split it upon his death and do 
with it, and the farm and the shop, as they pleased; and he 
gave me the names of their wives and children and the 
dates they were born. 

With little information on Freeman and Nathaniel I was 
unable to summon them to the Spirit Stone. I'd tried briefly 
using the names and dates Sam had given me, but got 
nothing. I wondered for a moment if they'd changed their 
names again after Sam's passing. I'd have to do this the old- 
fashioned way. 

As I ate my eggs piled on my warm buttery toast, I made 
a list.... 


* Charleston County Recorder's Office 

*Wills for the boys and their children, 
and Bellamy's for property locations 
*Deeds for the farm and building the shop 
was in to find current owners - could be 
descendants. 

* Charleston Library 

*Newspapers/Broadsheets for stories of the 

family 

*Local Histories for stories and military 

associations 

* Charleston Historical Society 

*Local Histories 

I finished my breakfast, paid my bill, pulled out my paper 
map to plot my course, and steered the car south towards 
Charleston, South Carolina. 



Frustration is the name of the game in genealogy. You 
pick and scrape at the bricks and mortar surrounding an 
immense secret garden, trying to loosen chunks of the walls 
so you can glimpse the other side and see a hidden branch 
of the tree you're standing before. Your fingertips bleed, 
your eyes fill with dust, and your brain screams FIND A NEW 
HOBBY! But you can't, because you know if you can just find 
the right seam, the right brick, the payoff will be worth it. 

Three days in Charleston and I wasn't just picking at the 
brick wall, I was bashing my head against it, and it wasn't 
budging! I'd found the will for Sam and the locations for 
both the farm and the shop. The farm now sat under a strip 
mall and the shop had long ago been leveled and rebuilt as 
a quaint Main Street type replica. 

It had been a long shot to hope either property was still in 
its original form and owned by descendants, but it would 
have been the straightest line so I tried it first. When I got 
nowhere with that, I tried to find wills for Freeman and 
Nathaniel, their spouses, and their known children - two 
boys born to Nathaniel and Belle before Sam died. I found 
nothing! Assuming that meant they left town before dying, I 
tried to find records of the sale of their properties, but again 
nothing. I looked up muster rolls for local militia groups and 
found no Swallows listed. I looked up the Swallow name in 
the local history books - nothing. Knowing a dead end when 
I see one, I made a U-turn and started looking for streets 
that would take me to the families of the boy's spouses 
whose maiden names I'd been able to get from Sam. 

"Finally!" I shouted way too loud for a library research 
room where I was scouring the internet for the families of 
Belle Shipman and Patience Taylor. 

Someone in town was tangentially related to Belle and 
had created a family tree with her name in it, but hadn't 
logged into the account in years. It listed her parents' 
names and the names of her siblings. I drilled down into the 



tree and found the tree owner, born in 1935 and still living. 
He was a descendant of one of Belle's uncles on her father's 
side. On a hunch, I printed out the descendant report and 
hoofed it over to the Historical Society building - grabbing a 
basket of muffins and some coffees on my way as a pre¬ 
thank you for the help I was sure they were about to give 
me. 

"Laura! You're back!" grinned Helen from behind the 
Information desk. 

"I come bearing gifts," I said plopping them down on the 
huge Cherrywood desk. 

"Does this mean you've had a breakthrough?" 

"Not yet, but I think I'm about to. Where's Trenton? I 
think you and he are the keys to this mystery." 

"He's in the back going through a box of papers donated 
last week," she said picking up the phone to call the office 
they used as a conservation room. 

"Trenton, dear, it's Helen," she called loudly into the 
phone. "Could you shuffle up here when you get a moment? 
Laura is back and she's got more questions." 

"Laura? Again? That girl is like a dog with a bone!" 

"Hi Trenton," I called down the hall to where I knew he 
was sitting with the door open. "I brought muffins from 
Suzette's, she said to tell you hello and packed a cranberry 
orange cheesecake muffin just for you." 

I winked at Helen as I heard his chair scrape back along 
the wooden planks of the floor. 

Trenton sat his old bones into the chair beside Helen and 
reached for his muffin balanced right on top. I grabbed a 
chair from the back wall and planted it across from the two 
of them at the massive desk. 

There was 150 years of Charleston history between the 
two of them and I just knew in my gut they'd be able to help 
me find the owner of the family tree I'd found. 

I pulled out the papers and showed them how I'd traced 
Belle and Patience's family lines and then showed them that 



the owner of the tree Belle appeared in was born in 1935, 
but marked as still living so his name was hidden. 

"Do either of you have any idea who "GreatOak" might 
be?" I asked pointing to the user name of the person who 
had created the tree. 

Trenton and Helen looked at each other. Trenton smacked 
his hand on the table and roared with laughter while Helen 
just shook her head. 

"Okay, what am I missing?" 

"You my dear, get to meet The Commander," chuckled 
Trenton. 

"The who?" 

"The Commander is the owner of that tree," said Helen. 
"His real name is Payne Lovejoy, but we only know that 
because we went to school with him - to everyone else, he's 
simply The Commander. How badly do you want to find 
answers to your questions. Dear? Going to see Payne is not 
going to be pleasant." 

"That's the understatement of the decade," helped 
Trenton. "But I will be glad to make the introduction just to 
be there when you meet him." 

"Now Trent, stop it," chided Helen. 

"What gives? What's the problem?" I asked. 

"Well first off, how are your rowing arms? And secondly 
are you a good swimmer?" asked Trenton peeling the paper 
from the base of his muffin. 

"Oh honestly, Trent, just be quiet. As a matter of fact, just 
take your muffin and go eat in the lunch room so we don't 
get ants up here." scolded Helen. 

Trenton suddenly seemed younger than his 75 years as 
he walked down the hall chuckling into his muffin wrapper, 
leaving Helen and me to talk. 

"Laura, I know you want answers, but you need to make 
sure you're up for an adventure, and well, a belligerent ass, 
to be quite frank." 

"Belligerent asses are a specialty of mine. Tell me 
everything you know." 



The next day I rented a small motorboat and putted out 
to the edge of the harbor where a 72-foot sailboat named 
Whydah was anchored. Helen had told me the name of The 
Commander's boat, but seeing it in person I was still amazed 
at the coincidence and wondered for the twelfth time if it 
was possible he knew Adam and Amelia's true identity. 

Helen had warned me to make sure to get permission 
before trying to board the Whydah, lest I start off on the 
wrong foot with The Commander. 

I scanned the port side of the ship for signs of a ladder or 
other means of access, and finding none I motored around to 
the starboard side - still nothing, so I threw two bumpers 
over each side of my little boat, sidled up to a small dingy 
tied to the Whydah's stern, cut my motor, and grabbed onto 
the side of the dingy to keep from drifting off. 

I sat on the bench seat at the stern of my own little ship, 
cupped my right hand around my mouth and called out, 
"Commander. Ahoy! Commander! Helen and Trenton sent 
me; they thought you might be able to help me with some 
family research. Helloooooo!" 

Nothing. 

"Commander," I called again. "Come on, I know you're 
here, your dingy is here. I just need a few minutes of your 
time. I'm trying to track down the descendants of Adam and 
Amelia Swallow, and found your family tree online." I 
continued while bobbing around in the water. 

Nothing. No sounds or sights of human existence coming 
from the ship, but I knew he was in there. 

I decided I'd try one last thing before heading back to 
land and waiting for him there - the man would have to 
come ashore for supplies at some point, right? 

"I know what really happened to Bellamy," I shouted 
through cupped hands, letting go of the dingy for a few 
seconds, and stared in the general direction of the hatch 
that led below decks expecting it to fly open. 

Nothing. 



"Dammit," I whispered to myself as I turned to grab the 
plastic handle of the pull-start cord for the motor clamped to 
the back of my boat, resigned to spend the next week on the 
docks waiting for Payne to come ashore for food and water. 

"Who the hell is Bellamy?" Boomed a voice from the 
horizon facing starboard side of the Whydah. 

Hah! Gotcha, you old grouch! I thought to myself as I 
picked up a paddle from the bottom of the boat and paddled 
towards the voice. 

As I cleared the back of ship and got a good look down 
her side I laughed out loud at what I saw. 

"What are you laughing at, you crazy woman?" 

I pulled my phone from my back pocket and snapped a 
photo of the image before me - an indignant disembodied 
head crowned in a wild tangle of silver hair, cut off just 
below a massive fiery red beard poking out of a porthole in 
the side of the ship. 

"Let me aboard and I'll show you," I said waving my 
phone under his nose. 

"I will do no such thing! Why are you out here screaming 
like a banshee about someone named Bellamy? Who is this 
Bellamy?" 

"So, of all the names I called out - Helen, Trenton, Adam, 
Amelia....it's Bellamy, someone you don't know, that catches 
your fancy?" 

"It was the only name I didn't recognize." 

"More likely it was the only name that interests you." 

"What would you know of what interests me?" 

"Who named your boat? Did you buy her with that 
name?" 

He abruptly pulled his head back into his boat and locked 
the porthole. 

"Crap!" I said out loud and kicked the extra life vest to 
the bow of my little boat. 

"Are you coming aboard or not?" shouted a voice from the 
stern. 



I paddled back towards the voice and found a rope ladder 
with wooden rungs slapping against the wooden stern. 

I tied up just beneath it and climbed aboard. 

Seeing no one on deck I walked towards the now open 
doorway that I assumed led to the galley. I continued 
through the door and down a small flight of stairs, following 
the sounds of clanging pans and clinking dishes, and came 
face to face with The Commander. 

"And what was so damn funny?" he demanded turning 
from the small stove where he'd just placed a teapot. 

It took me a second to realize what he meant, and then I 
reached for my phone, pulled up the photo and showed him. 

He roared with laughter at the Arkham version of Oz's 
gatekeeper staring back at him, handed my phone back to 
me, and gestured towards the table next to me. 

We sat down on upholstered bench cushions across a 
table from each other and studied one another silently. 

The screaming of the teapot broke the spell and Payne 
rose to pour the boiling liquid into a couple of mugs he'd 
prepared. 

"I hope you like tea," he said placing a mug in front of me. 
He turned to the counter across from us and set a tray 
containing ginger snaps and a pot of honey between us. 

He sat down across from me and stirred honey into his 
tea. 

"People think I'm mad, or anti-social, but I'm really not, I 
just don't like people. They get on my nerves so I live out 
here." 

"Amen, Brother." was the only thing that popped out of 
my mouth as I followed his lead and stirred a spoonful of 
honey into my tea. 

He smiled into his tea cup and said, "So, Bellamy." 

"I'm going to just rip the bandage off here, because, well, 
that's just how I roll." I took a gulp of my tea, pleasantly 
surprised to find it was my favorite...Jasmine Green, and 
continued. "Your tree says you're descended from Belle 
Shipman Swallow. Belle was married to Nathaniel Swallow, 




but Swallow wasn't his birth name, it was Bellamy. 
Nathaniel was the biological son of Samuel and Mary 
Bellamy, and Sam Bellamy was a pirate who captured the 
ship for which your sailboat was named. I've been hired to 
find descendants of Sam Bellamy and I think you can help 
me." 

"And what do you want with descendants of a pirate? 
You're not writing a book or a script, are you?" He asked 
suspiciously and with a bit of disgust dripping from the 
corners of his mouth. 

"Nope, no books, no plays, no movie scripts - although his 
story would make an awesome movie. I'm just helping out 
someone with their family tree." 

"A family tree, is it? And how is this "someone" related? 
How did you find out Bellamy came to Carolina and changed 
his name?" he asked 

So, we're going to dance are we? Okay, Commander. 
"Oh, she's just related to the Bellamys in England and had 
heard stories of Sam Bellamy the pirate having a child in the 
colonies - she just wants to know if she has any American 
cousins. There are so many stories about what happened to 
Sam and Mary, she's trying to separate fact from myth. As 
for how I know about Bellamy, well that's a long story. I'm 
curious how you know about him considering the lengths he 
went on to fake his death and hide his family." I said as I 
placed my hands in my lap under the table, wrapping my 
right hand around the Thought Stone on my left wrist. 

Does she know about the treasure? How the devii does 
she know about the Swaiiows? I'm the only descendant left 
and / only know because It was handed down from Nate 
through seven generations to me. 

So, his tree was a bit of a fake, is it? He's descended 
straight from Sam! Why did he create a phony tree making 
it look like he barely related to the Swaiiows? And what 
TREASURE? Surely, he can't mean Emma's inheritance. He 
doesn't even know about other relatives. 



"It seems to me, Commander, that there are only two 
ways for you to know about the Swallows' real identity. 
Either you're related to them a little more directly than your 
tree lets on, or you've come across some kind of journal kept 
by someone in the family, and I rather doubt the latter to be 
the case since it would have been a rather foolish risk to 
take...especially in light of the treasure they were hiding," I 
said forcing him to panic about the treasure so I could probe 
his mind for information on the topic. 

She knows! How is that possibie? Sam hid it when the 
war started, then died without teiiing his wife where it was! 
Those bioody Cortiands! I promised to protect it. 

Sam? Wait what? I thought as I dug deeper into Payne's 
mind. Ah, okay, Sam is Nathaniei's son - Samuei Swaiiow. 
He was oniy three when Beiiamy died, but he married and 
had a son named Jasper. Jasper was born in 1777, eight 
months after his father died after the Battie of Suiiivan's 
Isiand where the British tried to capture Charieston. Sam, 
as the oniy surviving descendant of Sam and Mary Beiiamy 
in 1775 hid the famiiy's "assets" and to id no one of their 
iocation. War was coming. He feit it. Homes and 
businesses wouid be searched, iooted, and burned. Peopie 
suspected of hiding assets wouid be tortured for their 
iocation so he dared not teii even his wife, it never occurred 
to him that he wouid take the iocation to his grave. The 
Commander's oniine famiiy tree was part of a smoke screen 
to make it seem iike he was stiii searching for the treasure... 

"I think we're done here," he said standing abruptly and 
jarring the table in the process. 

He was scared. And he was angry. 

"Look Payne, Commander, whatever, I don't want to steal 
your inheritance. I'm just looking for descendants of Sam 
Bellamy and I think you're one of them, probably the only 
one left in the US...." 

"Get off my boat!" He thundered as he grabbed my right 
arm with a strong calloused grip and pulled me from my 



seat. 

I touched the Thought Stone as he shoved me towards 
the steps up to the hatch door. 

You English bastards have sunk to new levels sending this 
girl out here, using Helen and Trenton! You may have 
tortured my people for decades, but you're not getting to 
me! 

What the actual hell is he on about? 

"Commander! Wait!" I exclaimed as I stumbled up the 
stairs. "I don't know what you're afraid of, but I really do 
represent a woman who wants to find her family. She's a 
Scottish woman." I said as he pushed me towards the back 
of the boat hoping that would break the spell of his English 
hatred. 

"Move! Get off my boat! If you think I won't shove you 
overboard, you're sadly mistaken! I hope for your sake you 
don't know who you're working for, but if you do, you can rot 
in hell with the lot of them!" 

"Payne, dammit, just listen. I don't know who you think 
I'm working for, but I know who my client is, I know she's the 
descendant of Bellamy and his first wife, his English wife 
who ran away to Scotland after Bellamy abandoned her and 
her son. My client is a descendant of that son..." 

"I warned you!" was all he said as he interrupted my 
sentence with a shove over the side of his boat. 

"I found out about the Swallows because Bellamy told me 
about them you crazy old sea mule!" I hollered furiously 
from the freezing water. 

"Really? That's your story? You talk to ghosts? Christ, 
they picked a good one with you." He said pulling up the 
rope ladder. 

"Fuck's sake, Payne, I'm telling you the truth." I said 
treading water. "I can ask Sam Swallow where he hid his part 
of the Whydah treasure!" I yelled. 

Nothing. 

I swam towards my boat, threw a leg over the side and 
flopped myself into the bottom. I touched the Thought 



stone and listened to his mind as I tried to warm up in the 
watery afternoon sun. 

Damn it all to hell! Three hundred years later and they're 
still as nasty as ever! They think they're being so clever 
sending that girl here pretending to be a genealogist. Hah! 
/ can smell a Cortland plot a league away! Bastards! 

Who the heck is Cortland? I wondered. 

Even if I knew anything they wouldn't be able to trick It 
out of me. Who do they think they are? They've been at 
this since they murdered Sam. Maybe they realize Tm the 
last one and don't want me to take whatever secrets I have 
to the grave. Idiots. Tm too old for this crap....and they're 
never getting their hands on the money! I'll take the 
location of that treasure right to hell! 

And from there his mind wandered back to the stories his 
father had told him, the ones handed down from Jasper 
Lovejoy...but not before I caught a glimpse of what he'd 
done with the treasure. 




By June of 1776, when the British tried to capture 
Charleston the first time, Sam Swallow had already hidden 
all that was left of his grandfather's treasure. 

Sam was the last of Bellamy's line. His parents, Nathaniel 
and Belle were gone. His uncle Freeman and his wife. 
Patience, were gone and had left no issue. Sam's older 
brother died had died nine years earlier, unmarried and 
childless. All their portions of Whydah spoils had come to 
him, and he was determined to keep it safe for his future 
children. 

Sam's wife was the only other person who knew of its 
existence, its promise of a comfortable life for generations to 
come as long as they money was used wisely and no one 
was seen to be living beyond their means, but she didn't 
know where it was hidden when Sam left for the beaches 
near Fort Sullivan on the morning of June 28th, 1776, nor 



did she know she was pregnant. It never dawned on either 
of them that Sam wouldn't be coming back. 

Sam survived the battle and was making his way home 
when he was attacked. There were no witnesses. His body 
was found the next day by a group of slaves walking along a 
foot trail. Luckily for them, they were accompanied by their 
master's son who reported the body to his father who in turn 
contacted the constable...Had the slaves been alone when 
the body was found they would most likely have been 
blamed for the death and a double injustice would have 
occurred - the slaves would have been punished and no 
investigation would have been performed. 

The investigation, such as it was, indicated Sam had been 
tortured on his way home from Fort Sullivan, before having 
his throat slit. The constabulary decided there must be 
British spies in the area attacking local residents for revenge 
and information following the battle earlier in the day. They 
returned Sam's body and his effects to his widow and forgot 
about the matter. 

Soon, Nila, Sam's widow discovered two things - one, she 
was pregnant, and two, someone was watching her. 

It was subtle at first, just a niggling feeling of being 
followed when she was in town, or viewed through windows 
at night, but it was enough to cause her concern. Over time 
her paranoia grew. She tried to chalk it up to being 
pregnant, but being a woman of logic, she knew there was 
more to it than that. She engaged one of her slaves in a 
plan to determine once and for all who, or what, was 
bedeviling her. 

Nila lived on the small farm built by her father-in-law's 
parents, the people she knew as Adam and Amelia Swallow. 
Now, due to Sam's passing, she owned it, the store in town, 
and three slaves - Mimi, her husband Ben, and their thirteen- 
year-old son Jake. All of this should have passed to Sam's 
brother - Martin - but he had died suddenly, and 
mysteriously, a year earlier. With their father, Nathaniel, 
and his wife gone, everything had passed to Sam and Nila. 



Nila told herself to stay strong for her unborn child and 
prayed it would be a son so everything could easily pass to 
him when he came of age...A girl child would someday need 
a husband to help her run things - the risk of losing 
everything would increase, and by everything she meant the 
blasted treasure Sam had told her he'd hidden, but not 
where. It was more important than ever to keep all the 
family property in Swallow hands - at least until she could 
figure out where the man had concealed her child's 
birthright. 

Mimi, Ben, and Jake were the only family Nila had now. 
She abhorred slavery, but she knew owning them was the 
only way to keep them safe, at least for the time being. In 
the five years since she and Sam married she had been 
secretly teaching all three of them to read and write, and do 
basic math - skills her own mother had made sure to teach 
her even though women weren't supposed to need such 
things. 

Having them around was a comfort. She'd told them she 
would free them and told them they had but to ask, but all 
three of them agreed they wanted to stay until her baby was 
at least born, if not longer. They knew their future and 
safety were unsure if they were free. They felt safer with 
Nila, and she was grateful for their presence. Ben and Jake 
worked the small farm, tending to the crops, orchard, and 
livestock, as well as the buildings. Mimi worked in the house 
as a maid and cook. The three of them had a small house on 
the other side of the orchard, but lately Mimi had been 
spending a few nights a week in the big house with Nila - 
trying to catch a spirit. 

Aside from the feeling of being watched, it had been 
small, subtle things they had both noticed - papers brought 
home from the shop, left on the dining table, in different 
positions than where Nila remembered leaving them; dishes 
and jars out of place from where Mimi knew she'd put them. 
It was as if someone was going through things in the house 
and never quite putting them back exactly as they'd been 



found; details that would have been lost on less attentive 
people than Nila and Mimi. 

As far as Nila could tell, this "someone" had to be coming 
in at night, because during the day there was always 
someone around the house. Tonight, there was no moon, it 
would be the darkest night of the month; surely their 
"ghost" would make an appearance. Nila and Mimi went 
through their routine of securing windows and doors, saying 
prayers and snuffing candles for the benefit of anyone 
watching the house. Ben and Jake did the same at their 
house across the way when they saw the lights go out at the 
big house - the only difference was, they then made use of 
the tunnel that ran between the two houses to run under the 
orchard and wait under the trap door beneath the dining 
room table in case the women needed help. 

Nila and Mimi took up their positions by the front door 
and back door, and waited. 

Their patience was rewarded about thirty minutes later 
when a sliver of wood worked its way between the back door 
and its frame and flipped up the lock latch. 

Mimi held her breath as the door swung open towards 
her, trapping her between the wall and it. 

Nila had heard the metal latch in the silence of the dark 
house and made her way to the back door off the kitchen, 
hugging the walls to avoid running into the intruder. She 
stifled a gasp as she felt someone stir the air walking past 
her. 

Her eyes, accustomed to the dark, watched his silhouette 
enter the sitting room off the dining room. 

The room was a dead end for the intruder. Able to be 
closed off from the dining room by pocket doors, it became a 
cell once they were shut. 

Nila watched as the man dressed in black made for her 
desk - a Cherrywood secretary with a locking cupboard and 
fold down desk above three locked drawers. 

The desk had been her father-in-law's, then Sam's, and 
now she supposed, hers...It was full of invoices, receipts. 



ledgers, and other business-related items. 

What in Heaven's name is he iooking for? 

She watched as he pulled an object from his pocket and 
listened as he seemed to use it to fiddle with the locks on 
the desk. 

Nila suddenly grew furious....and before she knew it, 
she'd picked up the iron shovel from in front of the fireplace 
and smacked him upside the head with it. 

The man went down before the metal in her hands 
stopped ringing from the impact. Mimi, hearing the noise, 
rushed into the room, but Nila told her to get out - if the man 
awoke and saw Mimi he could accuse her of attacking him 
which would mean a death sentence for Mimi. 

Nila poked the man with her foot and when she got no 
response she rolled him over with it.... 

"Cortland!" 

Philip Cortland was rumored to be the man who killed 
Sam's older brother. He and Martin had fought in a tavern 
by the docks earlier the night Martin had been found 
stabbed and bleeding to death against the wall of a building 
nearby. Witnesses had heard something about Martin owing 
money to Cortland, but no one had seen the stabbing, and 
everyone reasoned that since dead men don't pay debts, 
Philip had no reason to kill Martin, but the family thought 
otherwise. 

The Cortland family had long been suspicious of the 
Swallows - as far back as when "Adam and Amelia" had first 
arrived in Charles Town. A young family moving to town and 
prospering well is always a red flag to some, and Captain 
Cortland's wife was always sniffing around Amelia - asking 
questions about where they'd come from, how they'd made 
their money, and who their family was, but over time had 
never been able to dig up anything scandalous. The 
Swallows were very careful about appearances, and the 
Cortlands were always watching. It was a dance the families 
had been doing for generations, spurred on by stories told 
by Captain's wife to her children and grandchildren, but it 



seemed Philip Cortland was not satisfied with the status quo 
and had decided to find answers his way. 

As Nila watched Cortland's blood pool on her rug she 
wondered if it was he who had murdered Sam. Had he killed 
both brothers? 

Intent on finding answers of her own, she knelt down 
beside Philip and slapped his face, none too gently, to bring 
him around. 

"Philip! Mr. Cortland! Wake up!" 

His eyes groggily opened and tried to focus on her voice. 
"Where is it. Woman? Where is the map?" 

"What map?" 

"The map. Martin, Sam, the map." 

And he was gone...Not just unconscious, but dead. 

Nila put her ear over his chest - nothing, no heartbeat. 
She put her hand to his nose and mouth - nothing, no 
breath. 

She rocked back on her heels and stood up, towering over 
his body. Then she kicked him. 

She knew in her heart of hearts he'd been the one to kill 
Martin and Sam, and it must have been over the treasure. 
Martin must have let something spill after too much drinking 
and it must have gotten back to the ever-watchful Cortland 
Clan. When the Swallow boys wouldn't talk, Philip must 
have figured he could find it on his own by watching Nila 
and searching her home. 

"Bastard!" she exclaimed, kicking him again before 
walking to the dining room to call Ben and Jake from their 
cell beneath the table, and Mimi from the pantry outside the 
kitchen where she'd been hiding. 

Once they were all gathered in the darkened dining room, 
she sat them down and told them everything. She told them 
about the Bellamy/Swallows, about Sam leaving before 
telling her where he'd hidden the Whydah's cache, and 
about Philip's body in the sitting room. 

Ben was the first to speak. "We need to get the body out 
of the house. Jake and me will take it out through the tunnel 



then across the woods until we be on Old man Jones's land. 
We'll bury him there. In the woods, so deep the Devil will 
find him easy. Then we talk about this map. First thing's 
first." 

Mimi took his hand and looked worried. 

"Mimi, all is well. If any of the Cortlands knew he was 
here they would never admit to it. They cannot publically 
accuse me of anything without letting on that they knew he 
would come here to snoop or do harm. I am good at playing 
stupid. I will get up and go into town tomorrow like nothing 
happened. They probably will not even miss Philip for days 
considering his penchant for visiting the brothels. We will 
find where Sam hid that money and we will leave - the five 
of us,” she said resting her hand on her belly. 

Before sunrise everything was as it should have been. A 
new rug was in the sitting room, brought down from the attic 
by Mimi in the darkened house. Philip Cortland was roasting 
in the fires of hell. Ben, Mimi, and Jake were in their cabin, 
and Nila was in her bed. 

The small farm came to life as the sun simmered just 
beneath the horizon. To anyone watching, it was just 
another day of chores - breakfast, animals fed, eggs 
gathered, weeds pulled from amongst the seedling 
vegetables in the garden, and Mimi and Nila heading to 
town to open the store. 

While Nila worked the front, tending to customers, she 
instructed Mimi to clean the storeroom and office - and by 
clean she meant search - search for anything that might 
lead them to Sam's hiding place. Nila was sure he wouldn't 
have hidden anything at the shop - it was too vulnerable a 
location with customers and deliveries coming and going all 
day, and no one to watch it at night, but he may have left a 
clue. 

By sunset, when Nila locked up and made ready to return 
home, they knew no more than they had when they arrived. 
Nila had wracked her brain all day trying to suss out what 
Sam might have done with the treasure. She retraced his 



steps in the weeks leading up to the Battle at Fort Sullivan. 
He'd been to the docks to inspect a couple shipments from 
Jamaica and the north. He'd been at the shop. He'd helped 
Ben with the planting of some trees that had arrived from 
Virginia, peaches they were called - Sam hoped they would 
be exotic enticers to bring people to the shop, she giggled to 
herself recalling how he'd called them "golden bottoms". 
He'd said they were what gold would taste like if it was 
edible - sweet and juicy and full of sunshine. He'd told her 
that buried in those trees was a fortune. 

At least we didn't see any Cortlands today, she thought 
to herself as she and Mimi stepped out onto the street to 
make their way home. 

The days dragged on through the same routine. Nila's 
plan was to postpone ordering any new wares for the shop in 
hopes they would be gone before supplies ran out. She was 
taking inventory of the dry goods for cooking when Mimi 
appeared, flustered, in the storeroom doorway. 

"Mrs. Swallow, that Mrs. Cortland is here to see you. She 
is demanding to see you. She is raging something fierce; I 
think she might go off like a kettle," she said wringing her 
hands on her apron. 

"Do not worry, Mimi. Here take this and finish the 
inventory," said Nila pushing the papers on the wooden 
board into Mimi's hands as she stepped past her towards the 
front counter. 

"There she is!" shouted Mrs. Cortland. "What have you 
done with Philip? Where is my son?" she continued. 

"Mrs. Cortland, a pleasure to see you," said Nila grateful 
there was no one else in the shop. "Won't you sit?" she 
continued, pulling a stool from behind the counter. 

"I most certainly will NOT!" shouted Mrs. Cortland. 
"Where is my son? I demand you tell me what you've done 
with him." 

"Mrs. Cortland, I can assure you I have no idea what 
you're on about. Why would I know where Philip is? I have 
been trying to run my household and my business after 



losing my husband to that unfortunate business in the 
woods that left me widowed. I have no time for hanging 
around the places your Philip frequents," said Nila, unable to 
resist the jab. 

"My Philip is a good boy! I do not know what you are 
insinuating. I have it on good authority that he was coming 
to see you about money Martin owed him. I am told that 
when Philip couldn't get payment from Sam, his next course 

of action was to come to you." she trailed off as she did 

the calculations Nila had done weeks before. 

"So, Philip tried to extract payment for Martin's debts 
from Sam?" Nila asked innocently. "This is the first I am 
hearing of any debt or collection, for that matter. How long 
before Sam's death did Philip confront him? It must have 
been near to the time he was killed or Sam would have 
certainly told me about Martin's debts and made plans to 
repay them." 

The steam seemed to have escaped Mrs. Cortland's 
teapot as she put the puzzle together. 

"Who is it that informed you of Philip's plans? I should 
like to face my accusers. And for that matter, make 
arrangements to repay any debt Martin owed to your family." 

"I...I...I will see myself out," was all Mrs. Cortland could 
muster as she left a poof of dust behind her skirts. 

Nila had seen Jake in the shadows of the doorway behind 
the counter during her discussion with Mrs. Cortland. She 
hurried to the alcove as fast as her blasted skirts would 
allow. 

"Jake, do you think you can follow Mrs. Cortland, unseen, 
and report back where she goes and to whom she speaks?" 

"Yes, Ma'am," he said, grabbing a small cap off the 
display shelf and scooting out the back door. 

"Mimi?" she called. 

"Yes, Mrs. Swallow?" 

"We need to find that treasure!" 




That night, after blowing out the candles and turning off 
the lamps on her way to bed, Nila, snuck back down the 
stairs in the dark and took the tunnel to Ben, Mimi, and 
Jake's house. 

"Oh my goodness, Mrs. Swallow, has Jake got a story for 
you!" exclaimed Mimi. 

"Do tell, Jake," said Nila with a smile, sitting down at one 
of the chairs around their small table. 

"Mrs. Cortland went straight home. She walked straight 
to Mr. Cortland's office, so I sat below the window between 
the wall and all those flowers she grows - the bees were 
something awful - but anyway, I heard her say Philip must 
have done something terrible and now he had surely run 
away. She asked Mr. Cortland what he was going to do about 
it and she asked how much money Martin Swallow owed 
Philip. Mr. Cortland told her to shut the door and for God's 
sake shut up! Then he said Martin did not owe Philip money 
- Martin simply had money that Philip, and himself, wanted. 
Martin, after too much drink, told one of the girls at Miss 
Hazel's he had a treasure and would buy her freedom from 
Miss Hazel. Miss Hazel overheard, as one does when walking 
the spaces between the walls to eavesdrop on clients, and 
told Philip - hoping to split the money with him. Philip told 
Mr. Cortland and they agreed Philip would get Martin quite 
drunk and pull the location of the treasure from him - only 
Martin tried to leave, they fought, and Philip stabbed him, 
leaving him for dead after dragging him a few streets from 
the tavern. Philip decided to go after Sam and came across 
him coming home from Fort Sullivan. Sam wouldn't 
cooperate so Philip killed him too, so he wouldn't talk. Philip 
was convinced there was something to be found and was 
determined to find it so was watching you, Mrs. Swallow." 

"So, Mrs. Cortland thinks he's run away? Did Mr. Cortland 
say anything about where he suspected Philip to be?" 

"No. He just told Mrs. Cortland to mind her business and 
let himself and Philip handle this. I think he believes Philip 
is lurking about somewhere, watching you for clues." 



"Well, we know the truth of where Philip is. And we know 
that Cortland is not yet engaged in watching me. We have to 
find that blasted treasure now, in the space between!" 
exclaimed Nila stamping her foot on the boards under the 
table. "Ben, are you certain you cannot think of a place Sam 
would have hidden it?" 

"No, Mrs. Swallow, I cannot," he replied shaking his head 
and scratching his temple as if trying to dislodge something. 

Jake got up and brought a bowl of the stunted peaches 
he'd collected earlier in the day to the table. 

"What are those, Jake?" asked Nila. 

"Those are the fruits, the peaches, that grew and fell from 
the trees Sa...l mean, Mr. Swallow, Dad, and I planted. 
They're none too pretty, but I thought they'd still taste the 
same so I was going to bring them up to the big house 
tomorrow, but I thought now might be a good time to try 
them, maybe get us all thinking." 

Mimi got up, plucked a knife from the drying board, and 
sat down to cut into the first peach. As the juice dripped 
down the side and onto her fingers she passed a section to 
each person, licking her fingers before biting into her own 
piece. 

"Oh my, that is lovely. So sweet and so much juice. I 
think I could do without the skin though. But would you 
look at that color...like a golden sun..." 

Nila picked up a peach from the bowl and turned it over 
to look at its bottom, trying to recall the words Sam had 
spoken about them. "Buried in those trees is a fortune," she 
whispered to herself 

"Ben, was Sam ever alone when you all were planting 
these peach trees? Maybe while the holes were freshly dug, 
before the trees went in?" 

"Well, yes, now that you mention it, I recall he told me he 
wanted to leave the holes open to the night air to dry a bit 
before planting the trees. The ground wasn't as sandy in 
that part of the orchard, so the soil wasn't draining as good 
and he wanted to dry it out so as to not drown the roots. 



When I came back the next day to finish the planting he had 
already put a sandy layer at the bottom of the holes, said 
he'd gotten an early start so he could meet a shipment at 
the docks later, after customs got through with their 
inspection. Jake joined us after taking care of the animals 
and we got all twelve trees planted really quick." 

"That's where it is! I thought he meant we would make 
good money off the peaches, that the fortune was in the 
fruit, but he was giving me a clue in case something 
happened...The fortune is with the trees! Ben, how long 
would it take to dig up the trees?" asked Nila jumping up 
from her seat and pacing around the table. 

"Well, it depends. Do you want to replant them and leave 
no trace or just haul them up and grab what you can from 
beneath?" 

"We should leave no trace. I want to dig it up and just 
disappear into the night, leaving the house as if I may come 
back at any moment so no one suspects we are gone for as 
long as possible." 

"Then maybe three hours?" 

"It is just after midnight now. Best to seize the day - or 
the night, I suppose?" 

Jake was already up and pulling on his socks and leather 
shoes. Mimi and Sam readied themselves as Jake opened 
the door to the cool fall night. 

"Wait!" whispered Mimi harshly before blowing out the 
candles. "All right, now we can go. Stay against the house 
and work yourselves around the back to the shovels. 
There's some sacks back there too, Mrs. Swallow, you grab 
those." 

Nila winked at Ben in the moonlight as they followed 
Mimi and Jake out the front door - Mimi always excelled in a 
pinch. 

The peach trees were in the section of the orchard nearest 
to Ben and Mimi's cabin. Nila doubted Sam had planned it 
that way since the rest of the orchard had been planted 
decades earlier, but she was sure the empty spot so near the 



cabin had delighted him - anyone digging around in it would 
have caught the attention of Ben, Mimi, or Jake. 

Owing to her condition, none of them would hear of Nila 
digging, so she just sat on one of the course sacks they'd 
brought along and waited. 

All three of them started digging up a tree of their own. 
First, they loosened the soil; then dug out a small trough 
about twelve inches from the trunk. Once the trough was 
about eighteen inches deep they were able to wriggle the 
tree back and forth to loosen it from the rest of the soil until 
it could be pulled up and out. Jake was the first to bring up 
a package from beneath the root ball of his peach tree. 

"Mrs. Swallow, I've got something," he whispered 
excitedly in the dark. 

Everyone gathered around his hole and watched as he 
lifted a small rectangular package wrapped in a potato sack, 
nestled in the hollow of his shovel, and passed it to Nila who 
plucked it from the metal scoop. She felt the contents shift 
within, as if they were loose and might tumble out if given 
the chance, so she placed the packet on the ground and 
asked Ben to cut the twine that tied it. She unfolded it then 
turned it over and unfolded the folds within to find tiny 
ingots - gold ingots about the size of her fingers. 

The digging resumed with vigor and soon the remaining 
eleven packages had been unearthed. They hadn't 
bothered to unwrap the others, they simply divided them 
between the four potato sacks they'd brought, replanted the 
trees, and scattered fall foliage Nila had gathered while the 
others had replanted, to try to cover their escapades. 

The four sacks were lowered into the passageway where 
they were left just beneath Ben and Mimi's table as Nila 
walked back to her house. 

They had agreed the next day would be their last in 
Charles Town. 

It was business as usual - mostly. Nila and Mimi loaded 
the horse cart with items from the shop that they would 
need for their journey, ticking them off a list and discussing. 



for the benefit of anyone listening, which items would be 
needed to stock the big house and which items were for 
destined for the outlying farms - supplies for the coming 
winter when trips to town could become difficult. 

Ben procured two horses from Mr. Waters under the 
auspices of needing the extra team now that Mr. Swallow 
was gone - there was still much work to be done before 
winter. 

There was no sign of the Cortlands and no whispers of 
Philip's disappearance all day - it was the perfect time to 
leave. 

When Nila closed up the shop for the last time she 
wondered if she was doing the right thing. She had no idea 
where the treasure Sam had left her had come from, but she 
was inclined to believe there was some truth to the rumors 
she'd heard growing up - that Adam and Amelia had been a 
pirate team, terrorizing the seas before giving up their ways 
for their sons...No, they would want me to do this to save 
their family she thought letting her hand rest atop her belly, 
knowing that her life and her baby's life were at risk if she 
remained in reach of the Cortlands. 

That night, under cover of dark and in the barn, Nila and 
Mimi packed all the worldly possessions they could fit on the 
horse cart. The plan was to act as if they were making one 
last run to the western farms to deliver supplies, as Sam had 
done for years, but break north once past the prying eyes of 
the town and head for Virginia. 

By the end of November, the four of them were settled on 
a small farm in Richmond and Nila was now called Willow 
Lovejoy. 

In March, as the buds and shoots began to emerge from 
sleeping wood and earth to enjoy the longer daylight hours, 
she gave birth to a baby boy she named Jasper, Jasper 
Lovejoy. 

The story of how the family came to be in Richmond was 
shared from son to son in the Lovejoy family right through to 



Payne who became obsessed with finding his true roots and 
avenging the death of Jasper's father and uncle. 

Payne had moved back to Charlestown, now simply 
Charleston, decades ago to try to reclaim his family's 
abandoned farm and store, and to discover what became of 
the murderous Cortland clan. 

The Cortlands remained loyal to the crown and returned 
to England after American independence, but they 
fermented a hatred of the Swallow family over the centuries, 
kept active by a cadre of spies who watched the Swallow 
properties for any sign of their return and reported to the 
Cortlands. 

Generations of one neighboring family kept the Cortlands 
apprised of various attempts by individuals to claim the 
Swallow lands, but nothing ever became of them - they were 
all found to be frauds. Until Payne that is. 

When Payne came to town, with original deeds for the 
land where both the farm and the store had stood, he found 
himself fighting a battle on two fronts - a public one with the 
state of North Carolina which had declared the land 
abandoned and claimed it, and secret one with the Cortland 
family. 

For decades now, descendants of the Cortland family had 
harassed and threatened him, walking a fine line between 
trying to scare him into telling them what had happened in 
1776, while not running him to ground for fear of losing a 
lead to a treasure they felt entitled to as a result of stories of 
"debts owed" told by the parents of Philip Cortland. 

Payne had taken to living at sea during his fight, and 
now, even after his battle with the state was settled, 
remained there, having become more comfortable on the 
water than on land. 


St:*** 


I grabbed the pull-cord on my little motor and yanked it 
to life. Dammit Payne! 



I motored to the starboard side and idled under the galley 
window. "Payne," I shouted. "Fine, I'll leave, but I wanted to 
tell you my next destination. I'm done here in Charleston. I 
won't bother you anymore. I'm packing my bags and 
heading to a car museum in LA - the Petersen....! think 
you've heard of it. Anyway, there's a car in their vault I 
really want to see, a Jaguar XKE, a green one..." 

Payne came running from the stern along the walkway 
between the cabin and the side of the boat. "How do you 
know about that car? Who told you? It's untraceable to 
me." 

"You told me, just like you told me the whole story of 
Jasper and Nila, or Willow, I guess, and what happened to 
Mimi, Ben, and Jake....It was rather lovely of Nila to give 
them a portion of the treasure and signed multiple copies of 
documents freeing them so no one could ever re-enslave 
them. Do you know what became of Jake? I gather he stuck 
around until Nila passed, but with his parents gone by then, 
did he head north?" 

Payne turned whiter than the clouds above his head. "I, I 
didn't tell you any such thing." 

"Actually, you did, you just didn't know it." 

The Commander stood staring down at me in my little 
boat. I itched to touch the Thought Stone and eavesdrop on 
his thoughts, but I had what I'd come for - I knew he was 
Emma's last remaining relative and I knew where the 
remainder of the Whydah treasure was hidden. I bobbed in 
the water waiting for him to decide my next course of action 
- would I send Emma a Jinn message telling her what I'd 
learned, or would Payne take it to her himself? 

"Look here. Woman, I don't believe in magic, but there is 
literally no other way for you to know anything about that 
car," he said hands gripping the rail and his head dropping 
between his shoulders in a pose of surrender. "I'm too old to 
keep up this fight. If you want it, take it, and leave me in 
peace." 



"Och! You old anglerfish! I don't want it! I just want to 
finish what I came here to do - to tell you the rest of the 
story and put you in touch with your only living relative. 
Drop the bloody ladder over the edge and let me finish my 
job!" 

He turned and walked toward the stern so I followed 
alongside the boat to see what he'd do. 

He reached the rolled-up ladder, kicked it over the edge, 
and turned as if he was heading back below deck. 

I touched the Thought Stone after killing the motor and 
found Payne in the galley, resigning himself to the 
possibility the Cortlands had won and vowing to throw 
himself overboard before letting some agent of theirs take 
the last of the Bellamys. But there was a tickle of curiosity 
in his mind too...he still wondered how I knew about the car 
and held out hope for a mystical explanation. 

I climbed aboard after tying the dingy to the ladder and 
made my way into the galley. I sat down opposite Payne at 
the table and told him to think of something only he would 
know... 

Strawberry birthmark behind my ieft ear... 

"Strawberry birthmark behind my left ear," I repeated 
verbatim. 

"How? How did you know that?" 

"This," I said, taking off the bracelet and laying it flat on 
the table between us. 

"It's a long story, but the stones on this bracelet allow me 
to hear thoughts, among other things. It's how I was able to 
hear your story after you kicked me off the boat. It's how I 
know about the XK-E and the finger sized ingots of gold 
you've hidden in the seats - the last of the Whydah treasure 
you'd rather see sit forever in a museum than end up in 
Cortland coffers." 

"You expect me to just believe a couple of rocks can help 
you hear my thoughts? I may be old, but I'm not senile," he 
growled leaning back in the booth and crossing his arms. 



"Look, believe whatever the hell you want. The bottom 
line is, I know all I need to know about you to safely tell you 
the following. You have a cousin living in Scotland. She is 
the direct descendant of Sam Bellamy and his first wife, his 
English wife. She inherited a portion of the Whydah 
treasure too and like you, she has no one to leave it to, so 
she asked me to find out what happened to Sam and see if 
he had any other children in America. I think she means to 
find someone to whom she can leave her estate. You and 
Emma are the last of the Bellamy family - you should talk." I 
pulled out a small metal notebook from my backpack, wrote 
Emma's phone number on a slip of paper, tore it out and left 
it on the table. "Call her," I said as I rose to leave. 

"How do I know this isn't a Cortland trick?" 

"You don't," I said as a thought occurred to me. 

I turned back from the steps at the bottom of the galley 
door and walked towards him pulling off the copper bracelet 
from my right wrist. 

"Open your hand," I commanded. 

He uncrossed his arms and laid his hand on the table. 

I set the thin, braided wire bracelet in the palm of his 
hand, and said, "Think of a shape and tell the copper to 
become it." 

"What? No way. I'm not falling for some stupid parlor 
trick." 

"Oh fer fuck's sake, just do it!" 

He looked at the palm of his hand and almost jerked it 
away as the copper began to morph. 

I grabbed his wrist and held it down against the table. 

"Cut it out, you stubborn barnacle, just finish your 
thought." 

We both focused on the copper and it began to change 
again. Within seconds it was a tiny XK-E. 

He tipped his palm over and let the shiny copper car fall 
on the table as he got up from the booth. 

"What is this? What are you?" he said backing away 
toward down the hallway towards the bow of the boat. 



"I'm just a person like you, Payne. It was your strawberry 
birthmark that made me wonder..." 

"Wonder what?" he interrupted. 

"If you are a child of Aza." 

"What the hell is that? Some cult?" 

"No," I said slipping the reformed bracelet back on my 
right wrist as I called out to Aza. 

Suddenly Payne's eyes bulged out of his head as he 
stared past me at a figure casting a shadow through the 
doorway and down the stairs leading into the galley. 

"What have you done? Who is that? You led the 
Cortlands here, you stupid girl." 

I just shook my head and smiled as I stepped backwards 
into the small kitchen alcove to let The Commander get a 
really good look at Aza as she stepped out of the shadows. 
There would soon be no doubt that this had nothing to do 
with the Cortlands. 

Payne almost tripped over his feet trying to retreat 
backwards towards the bedroom triangled into the bow of 
the boat when he saw Aza in all her naked, blue-green glory; 
but she moved quickly to his side and caught him. 

Where is his mark? She asked me silently. 

"Behind his left ear," I said aloud to freak him out a little 
bit in petty revenge for pushing me overboard earlier. 

Paralyzed with fear, he stood stock still while Aza parted 
his hair looking for the mark of her blood. When she found it 
she gently caressed it and whispered the story of his 
existence into his mind. 

As he absorbed the truth of the matter, the truth of who 
she was, who he was, and who I was, tears welled in his 
weathered eyes. I touched the thought stone and heard him 
repeating over and over...Fam/Vy Famiiy Famiiy 

All he'd ever wanted was family and now he realized he 
had two families - one human and one he couldn't explain, 
but which he understood. 

"You must go to Emma. She is not of me, but she is of 
you. You will fulfill each other," she said in a way that made 



me think she meant something more than just two old 
cousins filling lonely voids in each other's lives. 

You are correct child. I can see a future. One which may 
come to pass or may not, but one which can only arise if 
Payne and Emma meet. 

"Yes. I will go," was all Payne could muster before melting 
to the floor when Aza walked from him, up the stairs, and 
into the setting sun that shone into the cabin doorway. 

I sat beside Payne, offered him a glass of water, and 
waited for him to speak. 

"So, not the Cortlands then?" he asked giving me a sly 
wink to tell me he was back in the saddle. 

"Ugg, you're such a pain!" I said getting up and giving 
him a hand to do the same. 

"How do you think I got my name? Thirty-six hours of 
labor and I came into this world backwards," he said 
creaking to his feet. 

"So, fancy a trip to Scotland?" 

"I think I might. I don't suppose any of those trinkets on 
your wrist can snap me there so I don't have to fly on one of 
those sardine cans they call airplanes?" 

"Hah! I wish! Nope, you're gonna have to suck it up like 
the rest of the human race and get treated like our 
ancestors, crammed in steerage on coffin ships." 

"Well, I may just make this a one-way trip then." 

"I'm sure Emma will be happy to hear that. I'll give her 
the good news you're coming, but I'll let you fill her in on 
Sam and his second family," I said as I gathered up my 
backpack. "I'd best get back to shore before the sun sets," I 
continued as I offered him my hand. "It was quite an 
experience meeting you. Commander." 

He took my hand and pulled me close for a hug, one that 
said more than words could ever say. "You'll do no such 
thing," he said gruffly, trying to cover the emotion still 
coursing through his veins due to the day's revelations. I'm 
sailing the Whydah one last time and you're coming with 
me." 



"Right now? The sun is setting, we'll barely have her 
rigged before it's dark." 

"No time like the present!" he exclaimed heading up to 
the deck. 

"Oooooh-kay," I said eyes widening. 

"Oh don't look so scared. I may not know anything about 
blue women and mind reading, but I can sail a boat. Put 
away the kitchen bits and meet me up top," he said with a 
wicked look. 

Fuck's sake, Laura....How do you get yourself into these 
situations? 

Loose ends stowed in cabinets and cupboards, I popped 
my head out of the cabin door to find Payne tying my dingy 
to the back of the boat a bit further out from his. The ladder 
was up, the bumpers tied down, and the headsail billowed in 
the light breeze. 

I stood waiting for instructions, assuming he meant to 
hoist the mainsail, but instead watched as he walked 
towards the wooden housing the ship wheel was protruding 
from, pulled a key attached to a miniature red buoy from his 
pocket, and started the ship's engine. 

I closed and latched the cabin door behind me and 
walked over to join him at the wheel. 

"I like your definition of "sailing"," I grinned. 

"I thought you might," he winked. "Stevens, at the 
marina, has been hinting for years he'd like to take her off 
my hands. I think he probably won't mind if I dock her there 
overnight. In the morning. I'll sell her and board the first 
plane I can get to Edinburgh. It's time to start my next 
adventure." 

"I know exactly what you mean," I said sliding between 
him and the wheel to steer her towards port. 



Chapter XIX 


The mystery of Sam Bellamy and Maria Hallett solved, 
Luka and I headed to Texas. She'd arrived in New York the 
day Payne left for Scotland, so I'd arranged to return my 
rental car a couple days late and waited for her to arrive in 
South Carolina two days later. 

It was a three-day drive to Austin. By the time I checked 
into my hotel in New Orleans I had an email from Don saying 
Payne had arrived and that he and Emma hadn't stopped 
talking for nearly twenty-four hours. He said he was sure 
Emma would email me soon, but wanted me to know all was 
well in Edinburgh. 

I closed my eyes and smiled as I leaned back into the 
center of the pillows at my back and fell asleep. 

"Oh my God! I can't believe you're actually here! How 
long have we been talking about you coming to Austin?" 
exclaimed Myra running down her driveway with the dogs 
right behind her. 

It was Christmas Eve in Austin, Texas. The weather was 
wonderful...Crisp and cool. The air smelled of farmland, 
wood smoke, coffee and pine needles. 

"I can't believe it's taken so damn long!" I said smiling at 
her and crouching down to scratch the girls and let them 
sniff my hands. 

"Barb will be up tomorrow and Mick's still at work, so 
we've got hours to kill, what do you want to do first?" she 
asked grabbing my suitcases from Luka's hatchback. 

I was in town to handle Myra's Carnyx request, but that 
could wait until Monday when Myra, Mick, and Barb were 
back at work after a long Christmas weekend. 

"Your town, your rules...'m game for anything," I replied 
pulling my backpack from behind the passenger seat and 
shutting Luka's door. 



Having a direct line to our ancestors via the Spirit Stone 
had taken some of the wind out of our shared genealogy 
obsession, but only so far as online research was concerned - 
I suspected I knew exactly what Myra wanted to kill a few 
hours doing, because I wanted to do it too, but I wasn't 
going to make her feel obligated to humor me. 

"Welllllllll, I do have a pot of Earl ready to go, and a whole 
box of amazing pastries. We could give some of those 
Houlards a call,” she said with a Cheshire Cat grin. "Or hey, 
what about John Maurer...We've got that photo of him, that 
would help you contact him, wouldn't it?" 

"You read my mind!" I exclaimed giving her a high-five 
with my free hand as we walked up the driveway towards 
the front door. 

Myra couldn't see the spirits I summoned to the Spirit 
Stone, which I knew still bummed her out a bit, but we'd had 
such a blast pummeling Anna Black with questions when 
Myra visited Scotland over my birthday, that she'd been 
able to put aside the disappointment and enjoy getting 
answers from the horse's mouth. We'd solved so many 
mysteries that weekend - who exactly were Anna's siblings, 
the Stewart connection - a tenuous association via the 
descendants of Scottish King Robert II and his twenty-one 
children. She even tolerated explaining why she'd stayed 
with Joe through all the abuse - expectations of the time was 
the simple, but complicated answer. I'd been waiting to get 
back together with Myra to dive into the pool of our 
ancestors again - she was just as nuts about finding answers 
as I was and often came up with questions I would have 
never thought of - we made a great team. 

When Mick came home he found us huddled around the 
notebook and pen littered kitchen table. The house was 
drenched in darkness except for our little world, lit by the 



stained-glass pool table lamp over our heads. The dogs had 
long ago settled on their beds under the table. We were 
sketching out tree diagrams trying to fill in information we'd 
gleaned over the last few hours, making sure we understood 
how everything was tied together before we entered it into 
our genealogy programs - measure twice, cut once kinda 
thing. 

"Eh hem!" Mick cleared his throat before flipping on the 
rest of the kitchen lights. We whipped our heads around, 
eyes popping out of our heads at being startled, then 
started giggling as our pounding hearts slowed. The dogs, 
who had probably heard him come in but hadn't the 
decency to let us know, looked up at us as if to say, "Hey, 
not our fault you weren't paying attention." and got up for a 
little doggie up/doggie down before having a drink and 
taking themselves outside through the doggie door 
triggering the motion detector light above the French doors. 

"Let me guess...been talking to ghosts again?" 

Myra, Barb, and Jo had told their significant others and 
close family members about The Orb pieces and Aza, with 
my blessing. No point in keeping secrets in a family as close 
as ours. 

"Guilty," I said smiling at Myra as we started gathering up 
our mess. 

"So where am I taking you girls tonight?" 

The rest of the weekend was spent catching up with all 
the Texas family. 

Monday was spent planning and doing a little recon. After 
Mick and Myra left for work, I finished my bagel, took my tea 
to my room, and got dressed. 

Myra's Carnyx request revolved around one Bruce 
"Bronco" Jones. Bronco came from big oil money down in 
Houston, but he moved to Austin a few years ago for the 
events and nightlife the city offered, and to become a 



"Developer". He liked rubbing elbows with the movie stars 
and pop tarts that hung out at SXSW, the Circuit of the 
Americas, etc. He liked to party and he liked to drive fast - 
sometimes concurrently. He'd been terrorizing the city with 
his childish behavior for far too long, but it was his housing 
projects that were the real disaster. 

He cut every corner you could dream of. He used 
damaged materials he'd scored for free or for pennies on the 
dollar, from suppliers who didn't want to pay the disposal 
fees to the landfill. He didn't bother with insulation, used 
unlicensed, untrained plumbers and electricians, and had 
everything else installed as half-assed as possible to save 
money and increase his profit margin. The only area he 
splurged on was the final white wash - paint, laminate 
flooring, granite counters, and mid-grade appliances. A real 
pig-in-lipstick of a development. 

One might wonder how these houses ever made it to 
market - well it seems anything is possible with enough 
money. City inspectors were bribed. Bronco insisted his in- 
house mortgage broker be used provide the home loans 
using a tiny bank in North Dakota he'd bought specifically to 
make the loans so he could then sell them off to larger 
banks after making transaction fees on both ends of each 
deal. The in-house broker insisted on certain home and pest 
inspectors - ones who had been bought off to supply rave 
reports that would hold up under examination by the larger 
banks buying the packages. 

It was one giant scam that netted over a hundred families 
into a nightmare. Their homes were falling apart around 
their ears in just a few months, their banks wanted their 
payments, and there was no way to sell the homes without 
making massive repairs to pass real inspections that would 
be required by the buyers' real banks. 

Bronco had siphoned off the profits from the project, 
bankrupted the development company, and closed the 
mortgage brokerage, as soon as the last home had closed 
escrow, so there was no one for the homebuyers to go after - 



except Bronco himself and he was insulated by an army of 
attorneys no one could afford to challenge. 

Mick and Myra had caught wind of this fiasco during 
construction when the local trade unions realized none of 
their members were working on Bronco's project. Mick, 
himself a building engineer, had had his suspicions about 
the project as he'd watched the houses seemingly sprout up 
overnight. He'd even gone so far as to mention it to a city 
inspector buddy of his who had just shrugged and said, 
"Hank is handling it." Hank, it turns out, retired from the 
city and moved to Cabo right after he finished all the final 
paperwork for the development. Convenient, no? 

The goal was to get Bronco to pay - one way or the other - 
for the houses to be brought up to code. 

My first objective was to meet Bronco - get a feel for the 
guy, find out how his clock worked - and find out how to get 
at his finances. 

Images of slick movie scenes where the twenty year-old 
super-spy slinks into the party in a clingy dress and taped 
up tits to find all eyes on her, where the mark offers to buy 
her a drink she's too young to be legally allowed to ingest, 
and where she ends up drugging him after he invites her up 
for a nightcap so she can search his computer, or stroke his 
"ego" until he let something important spill, ran through my 

mind.Aaaaaand were immediately laughed out of my head 

as I looked at myself in the full length closet mirrors in 
Myra's guest bedroom where I was getting dressed. THAT'S 
not gonna happen! I thought as I imagined my 5'6", 130 lb, 
forty-four-year-old frame in anything Monica or Rachel would 
have worn on Friends. 

All I really needed to do was get close enough to him to 
get into his head and find out where the money was and 
how to access it. I needed to make him think about it so I 
could read his thoughts. Hopefully the bank it was sitting in 




would have online banking so we could just log in and 
transfer funds - my money was on it being in the North 
Dakota bank since he was just the type to be too lazy and 
over-confident in his superiority to have been bothered to 
move it. 

I grabbed my windbreaker from the closet and threw it on 
over my jeans and 1984 "Kilroy Was Here" Styx t-shirt as I 
walked out to Luka. First stop: Bronco's 'hood to see if I 
could get a read on where I might be able to "run into him". 

Bronco's place, according to the country recorder's office, 
was in West Lake Hills - a western suburb of Austin dotted 
with original ranch style homes from the '70s and '80s and 
brand-new behemoths built on the slabs of older homes, 
many of which overlook the Colorado River. 

Bronco's Italian winery inspired home was hard to miss. It 
was enormous. Through the gate and at the end of a black 
velvet driveway its hunched figure, corseted in a stone 
facade and skirted with arched breezeways, sat waiting for 
someone to entertain it. I turned left at the next cross 
street, made a U-turn, pulled Luka over, and parked with a 
full view of Bronco's gate to wait. 

About an hour later I saw the gates start to swing inwards 
before I saw the car. I could make out one male occupant in 
the bright red Porsche Panamera. Figures, I thought to 
myself as I fired up Luka, only a dillhole like Bronco would 
buy that car, and In that color. I followed the cherry bomb 
out onto Westlake Drive and down to Barton Creek Square. I 
parked an aisle over and up a couple of spaces from him 
wondering if he'd spotted me following him, but when I saw 
him get out of his car, phone up to his ear, I realized he 
wouldn't have seen the Goodyear blimp following him. I 
watched as he walked into Toni & Guy and took a seat in the 
waiting area. Figuring he'd be there for a bit, I found 
someplace to order an iced tea and a spot to sit and wait to 
see where he'd go next. 



Forty-five minutes later he walked out, on the phone 
again. I followed him as he walked quickly into Nordstrom 
and up to their cafe. As he reached the hostess stand, a 
woman in a cream-colored blazer over a dark purple blouse 
standing along the back wall of windows waved to him. He 
sat down with her as I asked the hostess for a table for one - 
near the windows if possible. 

The tables along the window were all set up as deuces - 
one person on the single bench seat that ran the length of 
the wall, and one person in a seat across the table - easy to 
turn into larger tables if needed, but in my case afforded an 
empty table between me and Bronco and his date. I sat on 
the booth side of the table so I could watch Bronco and keep 
out of the direct line of sight of his lunch partner - women 
being far more observant, she might notice me and 
remember my face should we ever meet again. Bronco was 
never going to look my way - I was too old and wearing too 
much clothing to be of interest to him. 

I ordered my iced tea and salad, dropped my hand over 
my wrist in my lap, and eavesdropped on Bronco and Lila's 
conversation. The gist of it was, she had recommended 
moving the money from the Painted Hills development (the 
piece-of-shit housing tract he'd built) account at the North 
Dakota bank to something off-shore and harder for the Feds, 
the state, and the homeowners to get their hands on should 
someone start investigating the financials of Painted Hills, 
Inc. during the bankruptcy, and this lunch was to get Bronco 
to sign the paperwork needed to order the bank to close the 
accounts held personally by him so that the funds would be 
available to her, as his representative, when she landed 
there in three days to pick up the cash. 

Apparently, they'd already discussed the fact that she 
would take the cash, nearly seven million dollars, from North 
Dakota to Australia via a private plane being supplied by 
another client who had tasked her with transporting his art 
collection to his home there. Once in Australia she'd charter 
a boat to New Zealand and deposit the funds in the account 



he'd set up there in October. This was the last meeting 
before they closed out the scam for good. They'd been 
careful to meet only in public places, decided upon at the 
last minute, and not discuss anything in writing or over the 
phone. 

I almost choked on a crouton as it became clear that it 
was Lila who was the brains behind this operation - she'd 
just used Bronco's inheritance and ego as a means to her 
own end. I picked up on her real plans as she put the signed 
documents in a black carbon-fiber brief case. She's going to 
take the art, the Painted Hiiis money, and the jeweiry 
coiiection of another ciient, and charter a boat to Hong Kong 
where she's got new id documents in a safety deposit box, 
and disappear!!! 

I flagged down the waitress and asked for my check as I 
fished a $20 out of my purse. I laid the $20 down right as 
she laid the faux leather receipt book on my table and speed 
walked to my car -1 needed to get there before Bronco got to 
his car so I'd be able to follow him to his next stop. I needed 
to get in his head NOW, and get that money out of North 
Dakota tonight. 

He showed up five minutes after I sat down behind Luka's 
steering wheel. I followed him to a bar called The 
Biackheart, but drove past as he turned in to park. I pulled 
over to gather my thoughts. I debated calling Mick and 
Myra to meet me because it felt odd to just walk into a bar 
on my own at three-thirty in the afternoon, but I didn't have 
time to wait for them in case he wasn't planning on staying 
long - this was my chance to get him a little sloppy and get 
the banking info while the money was still in the U.S. 

Crap! I thought as I looked down at what I was wearing. 
Not exactly at my hottest. I pulled off the windbreaker, 
reached under my t-shirt and cranked up the bra straps until 
the girls were high and tight, and using the Swiss Army knife 
in my purse, I cut a deep slit from the collar of my t-shirt 



down to my cleavage. I carried exactly two bits of makeup 
in my purse - red lip-gloss and charcoal eyeliner. I pulled 
both out and started painting. A few swipes of slate grey 
around my eyes, a couple slashes of red gloss on my lips and 
in the dark shade of my car I looked almost thirty again. 
Let's hope the lights are really low in there, I thought as I 
closed Luka's door and locked her with a “chirp”. 

I walked into The Blackheart, a converted single-story 
house built in 1889 and immediately spotted Bronco at the 
bar. To the right of the front door was a rectangular room 
with a small stage and seating along the walls of a dance 
floor, the bar proper was to the left. I walked up, sat down 
one stool away from him and ordered my favorite whisky, 
but they didn't carry it so I went with a cold beer. 

Bronco and I were the only customers and he barely 
looked up from his phone when I sat down. This isn't going 
to be easy, I thought. 

The only thing I could do is hope he got shit-faced 
enough that I could start mentally poking him about the 
location of the account numbers and his passwords, so I 
pulled a book out of my messenger bag, leaned up against 
the wall at the end of the bar and planted thoughts in his 
head about needing to celebrate his genius at finding Lila 
and making all that money off those stupid saps who'd 
bought his houses. 

As Bronco got more and more drunk on his own brilliance, 
and shots of Jack Daniels Blue Label, I shot a message to 
Oliver via Jinn to ask him to set up an account in Bronco's 
name, at a bank, any bank he could hack into, in Austin, and 
message me the account number. 

By five o'clock a small group of friends had come into the 
bar - probably college students from LIT - so he'd started 
buying drinks for everyone, convinced that he was a total 
genius. The sun set, the music was turned up, and he was 
just toasted enough for me to move in. 



To the bartender I looked like some desperate forty¬ 
something trying to hook up with a sugar daddy as I slid 
tipsily down the bar towards Bronco - luckily, she hadn't 
seen me reach over the bar and pour my beers into her sink 
or she might have wondered what I was up to and kept a 
closer eye on me - bartenders don't like undercover cops 
stinging their customers and that's probably what I'd appear 
to be if I'd been caught. 

I slid into the space between Bronco and the bar stool 
next to him...."Hey, thanks for the drinks," I slurred as I put 
my hand on his thigh. 

He turned his attention from the guys sitting at the table 
by the window, to whom he'd been extolling the 
awesomeness of going into business for yourself and found 
himself starting right into my tits. 

"No problemo," he said to the twins. 

"How about I buy you one now," I said plopping down on 
the stool next to him and waving over the bartender. 

"No, no! This is Texas - cowboys don't let women pay," he 
told me as he turned his attention to the bartender. "Get 
this lady whatever she wants." 

"I'll just take another Heineken," I told her. 

"So, I was buying you drinks, was I? Where were you? I 
haven't seen you before." 

"Oh, I was just down there," I said pointing over my 
shoulder to the end of the bar with my thumb. "I'm a little 
shy. I just like to people watch and read my book, but I 
wanted to say thanks before I leave," I said taking a fake sip 
of the beer from the bottle and standing up to walk towards 
the door. 

"You can't go!" he said grabbing my arm. "You haven't 
finished your beer!" 

"Well, I guess I can stay a little while longer, it's not like 
there's anyone waiting for me at home." 

"There you go! Have a seat and let's get to know each 
other." 



I read his thoughts and saw exactly how well he wanted 
to get to know me...Ewww uh! I thought to myself. Looks 
like someone's got his beer goggles on and hasn't gotten 
any in a while. 

"The name's Bronco. As in, a ride on me is like riding a 
wild horse." he said proudly as he offered me his right hand. 

Oh fer fuck's sake. "Hah, ha, ain't you clever," I drawled. 
"And what do you do Bronco?" I asked shaking his hand. 

"Oh, a little construction, a little oil," he said smugly, 
thinking every girl will drop their panites when they hear the 
world oil. 

"Build anything I would have seen?" 

"Just some houses up north of the city. Lots of money in 
homes with everyone wanting to come to Texas from 
California and all those cold places." 

"Really? California?" 

"Well, you know, taxes 'n' all." 

"So, did you sell all your houses?" 

"Yup, just closed up shop a few months ago." 

"Any new projects?" 

"Nope, I think I'm gonna do some travelin'.” 

"Ooo, now that sounds nice," I said as I put my hand on 
his knee and ran it halfway up his thigh. "Where you gonna 
go?" 

"Somewhere in the Caribbean I think. Go be a pirate for a 
while." 

"Can I be your wench?" I whispered in his ear, leaning 
close enough to let him smell my perfume on my neck. 

The blood remaining in his head was sufficiently diluted 
with alcohol to render him in a perfect state to pluck out 
what I needed. 

I silently asked his mind what his user name at his bank 
was...Thank Dog he's not like me and he actually uses online 
banking! 

WlldMaverick. Sticking with the horse theme there. 
Bronco? 



Then I squeezed his thigh and asked for the password for 
the account at Devils Lake Bank, the name I'd pulled from 
Lila's mind earlier at lunch. OU81255MPH 

Well, I couldn't fault the man's taste in music. This is so 
much easier than trying to break into his house and figure 
out where he keeps aii his passwords! I thought to myself. 

In just a few seconds I'd pulled what I needed from him, 
including, for good measure, his email and password in case 
I needed it for any type of authentication routine. 

"Bronco, I'm gonna run to the little girl's room, when I get 
back I want to hear more about being your pirate wench," I 
said as I stood up and winked at him. 

I walked towards the bathroom and glanced over my 
shoulder to make sure he wasn't watching before making a 
sharp right and scooting out the front door of the bar. 

Luka burbled to life, I set my phone to Airplane Mode, and 
we set off to Bronco's house - because where better to log 
onto the Devils Lake Bank servers than from his own home? 

Bronco had plans to be out partying well into the night, 
and his maid was not a live-in, so his place was empty. I'd 
grabbed his alarm code, and verbal password for good 
measure, while poking around for his bank login. 

I smiled as I cruised along to Whiskey in Mind by Christian 
Kane, imagining the look on Lila's face when she found the 
account in North Dakota empty. 

I parked two streets over from his house just as it got 
good and dark - thank goodness for those early winter 
sunsets. I slid my jacket back on, grabbed my messenger 
bag and a baseball cap from the backseat, and started my 
way towards Bronco's house. 

Luckily, I didn't run into anyone along the way, but I 
walked with my phone up to my ear just in case I needed to 
pretend to be talking to someone to put people off from 
engaging with me. 



There were two ways to get onto Bronco's property - the 
huge double front gate and a small side gate used by his 
hired help. As I neared the side gate I slid on a pair of 
disposable vinyl gloves, pulled my windbreaker hood up 
over my baseball cap, and zipped up the front to create the 
face guard feature of the jacket. All anyone could see of my 
face were my eyes - and they were still lined in heavy grey 
charcoal so I knew it must have looked almost like I was 
wearing a raccoon mask. 

I used the Cruth-atharraich to open the gate and slipped 
onto the property. I followed the small brick footpath to the 
door of the laundry room and let myself in. The alarm 
keypad glowed in the dark room and started to beep a 
countdown warning to enter the code. I entered the code 
and broke out in a cold sweat as I realized I forgot to find out 
if Bronco had cameras in this damn place! Dammit! Oh well, 
can't be helped now. I reasoned. He probably only has them 
in his bedroom! I thought to myself as I opened the door at 
the other end of the laundry room and peeked into the 
kitchen. 

The pendant lights over the kitchen island were on, but 
dimmed. There was no sound except for the hum of the 
refrigerator. I looked up at the ceiling to check for cameras 
and seeing nothing, crossed the length of the huge 
rectangular room that made up the kitchen and breakfast 
area, heading towards the glass-inset French doors that led 
to his office at the far end. 

I peered through the glass panels in the doors looking for 
sensors or cameras mounted on the walls of the office or set 
atop bookshelves. There was one motion sensor which I 
knew had been disabled when I turned off the alarm earlier, 
but no sign of any cameras. I knew there could be mini 
spycams set up anywhere, but I had to risk it. No one would 
ever know it was me, but my hope had been to leave zero 
evidence of a break-in at all. 

Bronco's computer was on, but asleep. I tapped the 
spacebar on the keyboard and brought the iMac to life. He 



didn't bother to password protect the computer so I quickly 
launched Safari and went to the Devils Lake Bank website. 

It only took minutes to log in and transfer the funds to 
the account Oliver had set up for me. 

On a whim, I decided to use the computer for a few other 
things. First, I set up a virgin email account using Bronco's 
email as a recovery email since no one will let you set up 
email without one these days. After deleting the verification 
emails from his account, I used that clean email to set up a 
Hisser account...@_Carnyx (because for some reason 
@Carnyx was already taken by someone who'd used it to 
send two whole Hisses before going radio silent for years). I 
considered leaving Hisser's generic coiled-snake icon as the 
avatar, but instead searched the internet for an image of an 
actual carnyx. I grabbed a screen capture of an image 
uploaded to Wikipedia, chose the file as the account's 
avatar, credited the image's creator in the user profile, and 
deleted the screen capture from the desktop and trash. 

As I closed the Safari window, deleted the browsing 
history, the cookies, and emptied the cache, I reflected on 
the time before social media. We'd spent millennia living 
without bullies and con artists having unfettered access to a 
means of wholesale stalking, threatening, and theft. I really 
was torn between appreciating the ability to communicate 
with the world quickly and in bulk versus the dark side of it 
all. Jerks used to have to work hard and leave a trail in 
order to spread lies, bully, and steal from people - now they 
can do It anonymously and with the blessing of tech 
companies and politicians, I thought as I grabbed a few 
pieces of Bronco's letterhead, took a photo of his signed 
retainer from Lila with my cellphone, and left the house the 
way I'd come. 

I was back at Myra and Mick's in time for a late supper, 
over which I told them what I'd been up to all day while they 
were at work. 



"Well, how is having the money in an account here, in his 
name, going to help the homeowners? He'll just go in and 
close it out," said Mick pulling another slice of pizza from the 
box. 

"We've got a small window to move the money one last 
time. Lila isn't going to North Dakota until Thursday, she 
won't even know the money is missing until Friday when she 
goes in to try and close the accounts. The bank will tell her 
the funds were transferred into Bronco's personal account 
here, then the Austin bank will tell her the funds were 
transferred, by Bronco, into an account he set up called the 
Painted Hills Fund. That gives us tomorrow, Wednesday, and 
Thursday to finish the rest of the plan." 

"Us?" asked Myra? 

"Well, I really only need a little advice from Mick. I'm 
going to need a contractor, a good, honest, contractor, and 
he should have no idea it was you all who recommended 
him. And I'm going to need a second person, someone in 
the Austin community who is above reproach, whom no one 
would be surprised to see overseeing the repairs of those 
homes in Painted Hills." 

Before going to sleep that night, I messaged Oliver one 
more time, asking him to remove Bronco's name from, and 
add two specific names as required co-signers to, the 
Painted Hills Fund checking account he'd created the 
afternoon before. 

When I woke in the morning, there was a message from 
Oliver in my book in the Jinn library confirming the bank 
account changes I'd asked for had been made, and a 
message about Payne having been added to Jinn. Looks iike 
someone is fitting right in, I thought to myself imagining the 
fun he must be having with Emma and Don in Edinburgh. 


After breakfast with Mick and Myra, I went to get ready. 



I looked at myself in the closet mirror dressed in black 
slacks with a crisply ironed crease running along the front of 
each leg, an emerald satin-like blouse, and my old black 
cowgirl boots. There's no other way, I told myself. 

I grabbed the briefcase I'd borrowed from Myra and set 
out to meet with Bennet and Mr. Harris. 

My first stop was Bennet's office. I hitched a ride with 
Mick to the area near Bennet's housing project north of the 
city. It was too risky driving Luka and having her 
recognized, and I didn't want to borrow one of Mick and 
Myra's cars and have Bennet recognize it or leave a record 
of their plates in Mr. Harris' neighborhood on some license 
plate scanner database. Mick had a justifiable reason to be 
in this area since so many of his projects were up here, so I 
had him drop me at the gas station below Bennet's 
construction zone, and I hoofed it up the hill to Bennet's 
trailer. 

I could hear someone on the phone inside the trailer so I 
walked up the wooden steps and knocked on the aluminum 
door. 

"What????" bellowed someone inside. 

"Hiya," I said poking my head inside suddenly wondering 
if I'd gotten the wrong trailer - Mick had made Bennet sound 
like a teddy bear. 

Bennet stuck one finger in the air as if to say, "Give me a 
minute" and went back to barking at the person on the 
phone. "No dammit! You said you'd be on site TO DAY, your 
ass better be here in thirty minutes or I'm gonna expect an 
obituary with your name on it in tomorrow's paper!" he 
shouted before slamming down the phone. 

He looked at me like, "What the fuck do you want?" but 
really didn't want to blast my head off. 



"It must be nice to have an actual phone you can slam 
down when someone really pisses you off - these bloody cell 
phones just don't cut it for that." 

He cracked a smile and leaned back in his chair clasping 
his hands behind his neck. 

"And you are?" 

"I'm here to offer you a job." 

"Darlin' I've got too many cats to herd as it is - I don't 
need any more jobs." 

"Well this one is special. It's a rather large reno job that 
needs supervision and my research tells me you're the man 
for the job." 

"Your research?" 

"You've got the best reputation for being honest, on time, 
and doing it right, and that's what the folks at Painted Hills 
need." 

"Painted Hills? That disaster? I don't want any part of 
that mangy rat Bronco!" 

"I can respect that, but please, hear me out." 

"You've got five minutes, and you're gonna have to do it 
on the move. I've got a plumber due here in thirty minutes 
and things better be ready for him or I'm gonna look like a 
real SOB for making him miss his son's football practice." 

Suddenly very glad I wore my cowgirl boots instead of 
heels, I followed him out the door, down the steps, and 
toward the heart of the site where a trench and its branches 
were being given a final prep for the plumber to come in and 
attach the project's sanitary line to the city's main sanitary 
line. 

"A fund has been set up to bring all the homes up to 
code. I am authorized to offer you the general contractor 
position. You and one other man, if I can get him, will be co¬ 
signers on the account. The two of you will control the 
money so you're not having to deal with Bronco. You 
determine the work that needs to be done, the crew that will 
do it, and with Mr. Harris, if I can get him to agree to come 
onboard, the budget and payment schedule." 



"Harris? Edgar Harris?" 

"Yes, you know him?" 

"I know him well. Good man. Smart man," said Bennet 
thoughtfully. "We won't have to deal with Bronco at all? We 
can set all the budgets and cut checks as needed? No 
hassles, no approvals by Bronco?" 

"That's about the sum of it." 

"How much money are we talking about? Is this 
supposed to be done on a shoestring? I won't go in there 
and break those people's hearts by half-assing everything." 

"Seven million, give or take," I said matter-of-factly, 
knowing it was more than enough to get the job done, and 
knowing I'd written into the agreement I wanted Bennet and 
Mr. Harris to sign, that residual funds would be retained and 
used for future maintenance of the homes and area. 

"Jesus H Chrysler! Bronco put up that much money to 
make things right?" 

Well, kinda. I thought. "Yes, yes he did," I said out loud. 

"I don't even want to know how that happened. Tell you 
what. You get Harris to agree. I'm in." 

"Okay, so how about coming with me to ask Harris. I'm a 
total stranger, he might be more agreeable if you make the 
pitch." 

Bennet thought about that for three or four steps and 
said, "Okay, but only because those people up there deserve 
to have that disaster fixed. I'm not doing this for that 
bastard Bronco." 

"Fair enough. What's your schedule like today? Anytime 
to run over to Harris' place?" 

"As soon as my plumber gets here I can take off for a little 
while. Why don't you go back and wait for me in the trailer? 
I'll come get you when we can leave." 

As I walked back to the trailer, he called after me, "What's 
your name, by the way?" 

"Sheila," I called over my shoulder, thankful I'd been 
unable to shake the Ready for the World Oh Sheila earworm 
I'd had all day. 



By the end of the day, Bennet and Mr. Harris were both 
onboard and both registered on the account's signature card 
at the bank. The bank manager explained that the funds 
would be available beginning Wednesday and agreed to 
have checks sent to Bennet's work address. Bennet was 
going to put together an inspection team to and coordinate 
with the homeowners to get a contact list started so he and 
Edgar could start itemizing the repairs needed on a home- 
by-home basis. 

My work was almost done. Both Bennet and Edgar 
assumed I was a representative of Bronco's and had taken 
little notice of me after signing the contract to oversee the 
project and realizing the magnitude of what they'd bitten 
off. Edgar came to life helping Bennet sketch out a rough 
plan for the next couple of days - I was glad Mick had 
suggested him, retirement was not in Edgar's vocabulary. 

All I needed to do was stick around until Friday. Lila 
would find out the money was gone, the bank would tell her 
it was wired into Bronco's account here in Austin, and 
Bronco would find out Bennet and Edgar were spending his 
money - and there was nothing he could do about it, since as 
far as everyone was concerned, he himself had set up the 
Painted Hills account and signed the contract with Bennet 
authorizing the repairs. It probably wouldn't hold up if he 
took it to court and contested the legality of my photo¬ 
shopping his signature from his retainer agreement with Lila 
onto the documents, so I was going to stay in town until 
Saturday incase Bronco needed any convincing that this was 
the right thing to do. 

I spent Wednesday and Thursday exploring Austin with 
Myra, while Bennet and Edgar spent the same days going 
door-to-door in Painted Hills explaining the situation and 
collecting contact information. The more people who knew 
what Bronco had supposedly done to remedy the mess he 



made, the harder it would be for him to weasel out of it - or 
so I hoped. 

I knew the bank in Devils Lake wouldn't open until 9 a.m., 
but just to be safe I was outside his side gate by 8:30 Friday 
morning, listening to his mind and waiting for the inevitable 
call from Lila. 

At 9:15 his brain exploded...."What do you mean the 
money is gone? They told you I wired it out? Online? No, 
I'm not double-crossing you. I didn't do anything with the 
damn money, I don't care what they're telling you, they're 
full of bull....Where the hell did they say I wired the money 
to?....Here? In Austin? Into an account in my name? That's 
impossible! But if it's here and in my name, just fly back 
down here and I'll pull it out for you. Today? What do you 
mean you're not coming back? 

I pushed a thought into his mind to turn on the TV. While 
I'd been listening to his conversation with Lila, Myra had 
texted me that the establishment of a fund to repair the 
homes in Painted Hills had made the news and crews were in 
the neighborhood interviewing residents at that very 
moment. 

I felt the sense of deflation and defeat in Bronco's brain 
as he realized where the money had gone and that there 
was nothing he could do about it. He hung up the phone 
with Lila still screaming at him for double-crossing her and 
telling him what an idiot he was for bringing the money 
back to Austin, and started turning over in his brain how this 
happened. 

No one knows my passwords, I've never written them 
down. Not even Lila knew them. How did someone sign in 
and transfer the money? 

The best he came up with, before his brain melted down, 
was the word "hackers". 

I read the rest of his plan and smiled to myself as his 
Panamera rolled out of the double gates around the corner. 




Only two things left to do, I thought to myself as I 
stepped out of my car with a can of spray paint. 

As Myra, Mick, and I watched the 5 o'clock news that 
night we howled at the look of complete confusion on 
Bronco's face when he returned home from trying to grab 
the limelight at Painted Hills and glom onto the goodwill 
being generated there, (he'd figured out pretty quickly that 
it'd be easier to go along with this since he had no idea 
where to even begin fighting it, especially since the whole 
state was covering the story) only to find the news crews set 
up on his street, waiting for him, and asking about the bright 
green CARNYX spray painted on his driveway. 

Later that night, Oliver emailed me a link to a story on 
Reuters out of Hong Kong about authorities arresting a 
woman sailing from Australia on a private charter with stolen 
art and jewelry - it seemed they'd gotten an anonymous 
phone tip from a number spoofed to look like it came from 
New York, that she would be there and that her destination 
in Hong Kong was a bank where she stored fake 
identification documents. 

I messaged him back on Jinn with the login credentials for 
Carnyx's Hisser account asking him to start posting about 
our exploits and sharing them as opportunities presented 
themselves by way of strangers' computers. If my larger 
plan was to work, I was going to need a means of 
communicating with the world at large, and getting their 
attention would take time. 

By midnight it was not only a New Year, but also time for 
a new project. 

I took my leave of Myra and Mick early that morning, and 
drifted down the empty roads of Texas - driving on holidays 



can make you feel like you're the only person on the planet, 
and that can be a lovely feeling. 



Chapter XX 


As I drove, I mentally inventoried my supplies. The cash 
I'd brought with me from Scotland was dwindling. And the 
last of my spray paint had been used up at Bronco's. 
Luckily, I'd done all my laundry at Myra's and even picked 
up a few new wardrobe items at her local resale 
shops...jeans, t-shirts, and a couple dresses just in case I 
needed to gussy myself up one of these days. 

"Guess it's a good thing you're heading home, Laura" I 
said aloud to myself as I forwarded to the next song on my 
iPod and smiled as California Soul by Marlena Shaw started 
playing. 

At my next pit stop I messaged Don through Jinn and 
asked him to pull three thousand dollars of mad money out 
of the Alexander Benevolent account and wire it to my still 
active bank account in San Diego. As far as anyone 
watching knew, I was an American, in America, visiting 
friends and relatives, and, if anyone cared to look closer, I 
was investigating possible beneficiaries of ABS. I used my 
credit cards and California driver's license just like any other 
American living on the grid, but I used cash for the things I 
didn't want traced...which brought me to my next problem - 
paint. If I wanted to continue leaving our mark I'd need a 
new supply of untraceable paint. The last batch had been a 
lucky find at a garage sale in North Carolina as I was driving 
down to find Payne. I'd have to keep my eyes open for 
another few cans. 

Three uneventful days later, I rolled into San Diego. 

I checked into an extended-stay hotel - one with a small 
kitchen so I could shop and cook instead having to eat out 
all the time - unloaded my car, showered and changed. In 



the back corner of the hotel parking lot, behind a huge 
Penske truck, I popped into Luka's backseat, reached my 
hand into the crevice between the seat cushion and the seat 
back of the seat behind the driver's seat, and felt for the 
hidden zipper along the backside of the bottom cushion. 

I'd requested removable seat covers when I'd had her re¬ 
upholstered - you just never know, right? It's always good to 
have the ability to change things - or hide things as the case 
may be. I unzipped the cover and pulled out the golden 
9x12 envelope I'd stashed under the cushion the year 
before. I undid the metal folding clasp and pulled out the 
contents - my old California plates and registration. I'd run 
the entire breadth of the country with my UK plates and no 
one hassled me, but now I was home, and well, it's easier to 
blend in when you look like everyone else. I was sure I was 
probably supposed to have surrendered these plates to 
someone at some point, but no one asked, so I hung on to 
them, and it had been easy to keep the registration, 
insurance, and my license current by having Jesse's mom 
send us all our mail from our post office box. As far as 
California was concerned. I'd never left...Although I'd need 
to get her smogged to renew her registration this year. 
Good thing I'd brought her home, I thought as I tightened 
the last screw affixing the rear plate to the bumper. I stood 
back and surveyed my work. The white plates definitely 
showed up against her black paint and ruined the overall 
effect of her all black outfit - a bit like wearing white tennis 
shoes with a little black dress. But what are you gonna do, 
right? I was suddenly glad I'd had her badges removed 
when I'd had her rebuilt. Initially it was just to smooth out 
the look, but now it gave me a tiny sense of security - I 
doubted there were many people around who could identify 
her make and model just by looking at her. With all the 
stories of license plate scanners and databases of 
information being collected on average, innocent citizens. 
I'd developed a serious obsession with blending into the 



scenery. I made a mental note to get Luka good and dirty, 
and soon. 

I stowed the now empty manila envelope back where I'd 
pulled it from and smiled at the thought of the contents of 
the white envelope in the adjacent cushion. Eight old 
license plates, from five random states. I'd plucked on a 
whim from a shoebox at a flea market in Beaumont, Texas. 
With a little bit of research and some sheets of vinyl stickers 
I'd produced registration stickers for the plates and socked 
away supplies for future stickers as colors changed annually. 
They wouldn't pass detailed inspection, but a passing cop 
would never be the wiser. I patted the cushion feeling a 
sense of security by having them if I ever needed to use 
Luka on one of my projects. My plan was to keep her 
removed from Carnyx business by using taxis, the bus, and 
my feet, but you never know, right? 

I popped the wiped down UK plates into the large front 
pocket of my suitcase in the hotel room, grabbed a beach 
bag, and headed to La Jolla. 

My favorite beach in La Jolla is a tiny little cove just south 
of The Children's Pool - which should be probably more 
appropriately be called Seal Beach. I don't care for 
swimming at my little beach, the Pacific is too damn cold for 
this Florida baby, but it's never crowded and I can tuck 
myself into the little pocket of sand to the left of the stairs 
for a little alone time in a crowded town. 

January in San Diego can be gorgeous and seventy 
degrees, or grey and sixty - either way you slice it, not bad 
compared to most of the other United States in winter. 

It was late in the afternoon, but luckily it had been sunny 
and warm all day, so even though the wind was brisk, I was 
sheltered in my small private cove and the sand radiated 
warmth through my towel. 



I took off my shoes, dug my feet into the sand with my 
toes, and just stared at the view before me. Lazy waves, 
circling seagulls looking to pick up the last bread crusts left 
behind by families on Christmas Break who had visited 
earlier, and a couple seals soaking up the last of the sun on 
the rocks. 

I pulled my little metal notebook from my messenger bag 
and started my list: 

Find an apartment 

Paint 

Larry 

Taibhsear 

Credit check 

Bank 

Investments 

To anyone who might come across it, it looked innocuous 
enough - but to me it was the continuation of my plan to 
give average hardworking Americans a voice - one that 
would rise above the droning sound of politicians and the 
wealthy who just wanted more and more blood from our 
turnips. 

Finding an apartment and some untraceable spray paint 
should be easy. The next five on my hit list, as it were. Larry 
would be easy and enjoyable. Taibhsear's databases of 
license plates and faces would be easy once I discerned the 
architecture of their storage facility. The same could be said 
for the credit reporting agencies, banks, and Wall Street. 
The hard part would be getting close to the people whose 
brains contained the information I needed - nothing a little 
research can't solve. 

My thoughts drifted to my niggling dilemma...Was I really 
the only one who felt this way? Was I really the only one 
tired of being ignored, abused, tracked? The infamous 1% 
sit in their hiiitop mansions and penthouse apartments whiie 



the companies they own and control are hacked, and our 
personal information mined. It becomes our problem to 
protect ourselves from problems we did not create, and 
people we have no knowledge of because everyone has a 
bloody policy not to disclose information relating to 
investigations. Am I the only one tired of being afraid for 
myself, for my child. Cops who abuse their power; teachers, 
doctors, social workers, etc. who get their rocks off bullying 
people into doing what they think is proper, then 
threatening expulsion, denial of care, removal of children 
when they don't get what they want. Employers who lay off 
entire swaths of people just to keep Wall Street analysts 
happy - regardless of what it does to the company or actual 
organic growth. Religions and political parties which strive 
to keep us divided by telling us to fear the other side. They 
know that if we ever banded together we could take back 
this country... Why doesn't the 95% realize the power in 
numbers that exists within their grasp the way our 
ancestors did? What happened to our fight, our moxie? 
When did the l%o realize they could control us with fear of 
credit scores and having our children taken from us? Was it 
a conscious decision made at one of those damn secret 
society meetings in some fancy hotel, in some country 
where nameless numbered accounts are de rigueur? Or was 
it something that grew over time from McCarthyism? 

I dug my feet further and further into the sand with my 
heels as I started thinking about events in the last fifteen 
years. I subconsciously noted that as I pressed on the sand, 

I displaced it. Squashing something, putting pressure on it, 
doesn't result in truly oppressing it - the mass has to go 
somewhere. For a while it will stay under the heel, but 
eventually it will escape out the side as the pressure 
increases. I laughed out loud a little as I thought of the 
endless marches in which people had participated over the 
last decade and a half...The mindless sand reacting to 
pressure perhaps? I mean honestly, what does marching 
accomplish these days? in Martin Luther King's day, it 



meant something, it was shocking and motivationai, but 
today? it's not iike the government or iaw enforcement 
cares, it's just something they a How, something they think 
iets off the tiniest amount of steam from the pressure 
cooker, yet costs them nothing. They know it's Just 
symboiic. The peopie who organize the marches and the 
raiiies know they're just symboiic. But the 95%? They 
actuaiiy think it makes a difference, they actuaiiy fooi 
themseives in to beiieving someone cares and is paying 
attention. They actuaiiy think they're being heard. Sure, 
some congress member may offer to estabiish a committee 
to iook into something as the resuit of a march that 
garnered a iot of pubiicity - but it's reactive Up service 
quickiy forgotten in a worid that needs a proactive enema! I 
remarked to myself with one last shove of my right heel 
against an oyster shell fragment hidden in the sand. 

As I checked my heel for blood, a quote popped into my 
mind - The Tree of Liberty, from time to time, needs to be 
refreshed with the biood of patriots and tyrants, it is its 
naturai manure. Finding no blood, I slipped my feet back 
into my flip-flops, grabbed my towel and messenger bag, 
and walked towards the stairs leading to the street above. 
Jefferson sure couid make a point, but why is it aiways about 
biood when it comes to men? Why does it aiways have to 
be about war and murder? Has war ever actuaiiy soived 
humanity's probiems or has it just buiit on them? Someone 
aiways ioses so we buiid a iayered, verticai timeiine marked 
by sediments of bones and weapons and bad biood. The 
oniy winners have been the scrupieiess famHies who suppiy 
the weapons and caskets, I thought to myself as I tossed my 
purse into the passenger seat. "Luckily, there's more than 
one way to cook a potato. Time to try a different technique," 

I said out loud as I fired up Luka's engine and drove off 
towards the grocery store listening to Everybody Knows by 
Concrete Blonde. 



Since it was January, the rental market was a lot less 
frantic than it is during the summer months. The next 
morning, I called a realtor friend and asked her to find me 
something small and furnished for three months with an 
option to go month to month after that - on the beach. It'd 
be colder, and foggier, but I liked it like that, and it'd be 
easier to find a furnished place since costal properties are 
more likely to be vacation rentals than inland properties - 
unless I wanted to head up to the mountains to stay in Julian 
or Arrowhead, but that was just too far away for what I 
needed to do. 

Two days later I'd secured a place to live and a few cans 
of spray-paint - albeit not in my signature green shade. Oh 
well, beggars can't be choosers. It would be another few 
days until my cottage in Pullaay would be available so I 
decided to tackle the Larry issue - it would be fun and it 
would be something I could cross off my list. 

BioMorte. One of a dozen or so large biotech companies 
that all do the same thing - make machines and 
consumables for clinical research and diagnostics. BioMorte, 
like its competitors, is always trying to scoop up the next 
new technology and bring it to market before the next guy, 
which means they spend money like drunk social media 
influencers on vacation, and to make up for their wild 
spending, they usually, every quarter, have to cut 
employees. Jesse had been a victim of one of these cuts and 
it was the direct fault of Lawrence Dodd...Larry, as I called 
him because he was such an irksome little man who always 
made everyone around him call him Lawrence because he 
thought it sounded more respectable, was a putz. He's one 
of those weasely little men who gossips like a Heather, and 
backstabs like he's a contestant on a reality show. No one is 
quite sure what his job is, but like a cockroach, he always 
seems to survive the quarterly fumigation that kills off 
hundreds of lesser insects. 



I sat in the parking lot across the street from BioMorte's 
headquarters and waited for lunchtime. Larry shared an 
assistant with another VP, a man named Paul, and today she 
was my prey. I knew from Jesse that Valerie usually spent 
her lunch running errands for Larry and Paul, and I knew 
that she drove a powder blue Camry. 

I'd spotted the car after a quick drive-by, pulled into the 
lot across the street, and waited. Fifteen minutes later my 
patience was rewarded when I saw the car nose out of the 
driveway and prepare to turn left. 

Luka and I followed her to her first stop - the drycleaners. 
Next up was the pharmacy, then the mall where she popped 
into the jewelers and retrieved a watch. What is it with 
these guys and their watches? I thought to myself. As I 
began to wonder if she was ever going to eat, she ducked 
into a noodle shop. 

This is it, I thought to myself. Time to channei your inner 
Emmett Fitz-Hume and Austin Miiibarge, Girifriend. I slid in 
line behind her, as she ordered a bowl of ramen and tried to 
figure out where her company badge was - then I saw it 
clipped to the waistband of her slacks on a retractable cord. 

I ordered a bowl of the savory broth and noodles and 
walked up behind in her in the Pick Up Food Here line. 

"Excuse me," I said tapping her on the shoulder. "Valerie, 
isn't it?" I asked when she turned around. 

"Yesssss," she said slowly trying to figure out who the hell 
I was. 

"Oh sorry, you probably don't remember me. My name's 
Laura Christie. My husband, Jesse, Jesse Bolton, used to work 
at BioMorte - for Lar...l mean Lawrence. You and I met at a 
corporate picnic they had right after Jesse first started 
working there." 

"Oh right. How is Jesse?" she asked picking up her food. 

"He's great. He moved to PendleVex after the layoffs, and 
now we've got a pub in Scotland. He's there now running 
the show and I've come home to visit friends and family and 
take care of a few paper work things. How are things at 



BioMorte?" I asked carrying my tray of noodles as we walked 
side-by-side to the tables on the patio because the inside 
was full. 

"Oh fine. You know how it goes." she said sounding 
defeated. 

"Well, it was great to see you," I said walking towards 
another table and crossing my mental fingers she'd ask me 
to sit with her. 

"Wait. Why don't you join me? Tell me all about 
Scotland. Jesse was always so nice, I was so sad to see him 
go. I'm glad you guys landed on your feet." 

"Well, um, sure. I've got a ton of pictures on my phone. 
Do you ever make it to Scotland? You've got to come visit 
the pub!" 

It was warm on the patio so she took off her jacket 
exposing her badge perfectly. She laid her jacket over the 
back of her chair and picked up her cup to head back inside 
to the soda fountain. 

"Hey, would you mind getting me some iced tea? I'll stay 
here and keep an eye on the food so the birds don't get any 
ideas." I said handing her my plastic cup. 

"Sure. Be right back," she said with a warm smile. 

As she walked back carrying the two drinks I was still 
standing, pretending to be texting someone on my phone, 
but was actually taking photos of her badge. Standing 
served another purpose as well - I needed to be sure that I'd 
be able to sit to her left and copy the RFID signal from her 
badge clipped to the left side of the waist of her slacks. 

Luckily, she sat in the spot where I'd placed her meal and 
didn't move it to the sunny spot one chair over. I'd guessed 
that she'd prefer the shady spot since she'd already 
removed her jacket to cool off, and got it right. I'd set my 
purse in the chair to her left in the other shady spot knowing 
that if she took the seat I'd set up for her it would be easy- 
peasy to copy the signal from her badge. 

I picked up my purse, sat in its spot, and popped my 
phone in the outside pocket of my messenger bag. 



Sandwiched between the back of my phone and its case was 
an RFID signal doner Oliver had sent me for just this kind of 
corporate access. I let my bag hover centimeters from her 
badge between our two chairs while I adjusted the strap to 
be able to hang it on the back of my chair without dragging 
on the ground. I hoped it had been close enough and long 
enough to record the signal, but I realized I'd already laid 
the groundwork for a backup plan... 

“You should see the pub," I said, reaching for my cell 
phone and "accidentally" touching her badge for a second 
on the way to bringing it table level. "I've got a ton of 
photos of Scotland." 

We spent the next fifteen minutes slurping noodles and 
chuckling over Jesse in an apron doing dishes in the kitchen 
and behind the bar, amongst other glamour shots. 

Valerie glanced at her watch all of the sudden and 
exclaimed, "I've gotta go! Larry \s gonna be so mad if I don't 
have his ridiculous watch back by the 1 o'clock meeting. 
What is it with these guys and their watches?" she asked me 
rolling her eyes. 

"No way, you call him Larry too? After he laid off Jesse, I 
started calling him that just because I knew it would irk him. 
And seriously, with the watches? I always thought cars were 
their measuring sticks - now I guess it's watches." I laughed. 

"Here's my card," said Valerie snapping it on the table as 
she stood to pile her trash on her tray. "If you're going to be 
in town a while, let's get together for dinner. I'd really like 
that." she said with a tinge of sadness in her voice. 

"Absolutely. Your family is all in Georgia, aren't they? I 
remember you mentioning that at the picnic. Must be 
boring here with just the work folks all the time. This is my 
town - I'll take you out to where all the locals have fun. Just 
leave that. I'll take care of all the trash - we don't want Larry 
getting his panties in a bunch if he can't wear his pee-pee 
extender on his sleeve in the 1 o'clock." 

Southern belle Valerie almost choked on her spearmint 
gum at my last statement, but she grinned and walked off 



towards the parking structure. I caught her thoughts using 
the Thought Stone as she disappeared around the corner - 
she was legitimately happy. Well good, now I don't feel so 
bad for stalking her all afternoon, I thought as I smiled and 
collected all our trash. 

Back at my hotel I printed out ID sized photos of her 
badge from my phone, and using a self-laminating sleeve I 
sandwiched the cloned RFID chip between the best of the 
photos and a piece of white cardboard. 

I inspected my handiwork, "Well, it ain't gonna pass up- 
close inspection, but as long as it looks decent from a 
distance and the RFID chip opens doors, no one is going to 
be getting close to it!" 

I opened Jinn and sent a thank you message to Oliver for 
sending me the cloning chip - he had once again managed 
to send me a very small, very useful thing, in a very old 
book. I'd read the book. Barton Todd, written in 1867 by 
Sarah Schoonmaker Tuthill Baker on the plane trip over from 
Scotland. A simple story when compared to modern stories 
like filled with castles, vampires, and gaggles of characters 
and magic - and thumping with a religious heart that made 
me skip many pages - but one recognizable by anyone 
who'd lived amongst humans. 

As I reflected back on the story it occurred to me it had 
been a month since I'd read it. Wow, have I really been In 
the states a month? 

Time for the next stage. I pulled out the Scrying Sliver to 
get a bead on Larry and Valerie. My best bet was to wait 
until they were gone for the day then pop in and take care of 
business. If I timed it right, I could squeak in while it was 
still busy enough for me to blend in, but not so busy that 
anyone would notice me sitting at Larry's desk in his office. I 
hadn't been planning on launching my plan so quickly, but 
when I peeked in on Larry at 5 p.m. he was obviously 



packing up to head out for the day. I was a little worried he 
would take his laptop. Luckily, he'd left it, but not before 
logging in to shut it down. Well that'll be easy to remember! 
I thought, memorizing the password I'd grabbed with the 
Thought Stone. I summoned Valerie to the Scrying Sliver 
and saw her working away in her cubicle. On a hunch, I 
decided to head up to the campus and wait for her to leave. 

I parked Luka in the strip mall two blocks away and 
wandered around like any window shopper before popping 
into the coffee shop for a hot tea. I sat on a loveseat in the 
corner and scrolled through news on my phone, checking 
the Scrying Silver around my neck every so often. Just after 
7 p.m., my trust in my gut and my patience were rewarded 
when Valerie left the building and walked into the mostly 
empty parking lot. Their office would be empty, but it was 
still early enough I could walk in without raising suspicion. 

I finished my tea and tossed the empty cup in the trash 
as I walked out the door. As I walked up the sidewalk 
towards BioMorte's buildings, I summoned Larry and Valerie 
to the Scrying Silver one last time. Larry was home 

changing his clothes. Ewww ah! And Valerie was driving - 

towards home, I assumed. 

I'd dressed in a tan pair of slacks, a cream cotton button 
down shirt, and a pair of camel colored block-heeled pumps. 

I wore my black rimmed glasses, my hair in a bun held up by 
a pencil (partially to create a look and partially to keep any 
hairs from being left behind), and no make-up. No one was 
going to give me a second glance as long as my badge 
worked. 

The campus consisted of identical four-story buildings 
separated by a parking lot. It was dark now, but in the 
daylight the buildings glowed a cool blue due to the 
reflective coating on all the windows and doors. Only guests 




and vendors use the main reception entrance, to go in that 
way would have caused the security officer sitting behind 
the wrap-around desk to look up at me from his cell phone 
and that flew in the face of my don't-draw-attention plan, so 
I took a deep breath and approached the access panel next 
to the side door of the west building. 

I heard the soft click as the RFID reader acknowledged my 
cloned chip and opened the door. I'd been in the building 
years before to visit Jesse for occasional lunches so knew 
where Larry's office was located - a corner office on the 
fourth floor. Elevators have cameras and I'd run the risk of 
being trapped in one with someone, so the stairs right next 
to the door I'd just entered through were my best bet. I kept 
my head down, pretending to write a memo on my cell 
phone in case I ran into anyone in the stairwell, and powered 
up the four flights. 

So far, so good. I stopped outside door that let out onto 
the fourth floor and peeked out the square cutout window to 
get the lay of the land. I saw the tops of a few heads 
bobbing about in their cubbies like a giant game of whack-a- 
mole, but nothing too concerning. I opened the door and 
stepped out onto the floor still typing away on my phone. I 
made a beeline towards Larry's office hoping the cubicles 
nearest his office were empty. As I turned left at the edge of 
the cubicle farm, I nearly ran into someone exiting his cube. 
"Oops, sorry," I muttered without stopping my typing or 
making eye contact with him. "No problem," came the reply 
from the brown suede shoes and blue jeans. 

I reached Larry's office a few seconds later and confirmed 
it with a quick glance up at the plastic stick-on nameplate 
on the door. I glanced around behind me as I pulled the 
Cruth-atharraich off my wrist and sent it slithering into the 
keyhole on the office door. A copper key-head formed 
between my thumb and side of my index finger. I turned it 



while grasping and turning the brass doorknob in my hand. 
The door opened inward and I stepped in mentally crossing 
my fingers no one had seen. I quickly closed the door 
behind me and stood listening for what seemed like 
minutes, but was only seconds, to see if anyone called out 
across the floor asking what the hell I was doing in Larry's 
office. It seemed as if no one noticed, or if they did they 
didn't care. 

The one wall of the office that contained the door and 
faced the floor was solid. The second wall immediately to 
my left was shared with another VP and as such was solid as 
well. Continuing counter-clockwise around the room, walls 
three and four were floor to ceiling windows covered in 
partially opened vertical blinds. I walked around the edge of 
the room, pulled a tissue from my pocket and wrapped it 
around the pull rod to close the blinds from the shadows. I 
shoved the tissue in my pocket and using the glow of my 
cell phone, walked back to Larry's desk and sat down. 

It was a typical executive's office - mahogany-like 
laminate furniture and a ridiculously overpriced chair. I sat 
down in front of the computer and fired it up. Since it was 
connected to the campus inter- and intranet it didn't require 
an ID badge SIM chip to be inserted into the card reader, a 
bit of information I'd gleaned from Jesse before hatching this 
little escapade. The screen glowed, went through its boot 
up protocol and up popped a little LOGIN window... 

PATEKPVP 

I rolled my eyes at the password I'd entered - Yeah, yeah, 
we get it, Mr. VP. With one of your Patek Phiiippe 
Compiication watches you couid have paid the annuai 
saiaries for a handfui of peopie who got iaid off with Jesse 
AND Jesse! 



The LOGIN window disappeared and the BioMorte logo 
appeared splashed across the background, highlighting the 
folders on Larry's desktop. As I felt the surge of hatred 
towards the man who'd sent our lives into such chaos, I 
scanned the file titles quickly just for the fun of it as I found 
the setting that allowed me to change the computer 
system's time. 

One caught my eye. ..RIF Final. I recognized the term 
from Jesse's stories about corporate America - RIF stands for 
Reduction in Force, a sanitized way of saying "layoff". I 
changed the system's clock so it now registered 2:30 p.m. 
Anything I did in the system now would appear, at first 
glance anyway, to have been done during hours when Larry 
was on site. I double-clicked on the RIF folder, scanned the 
short list of documents held within...and opened the one and 
only spreadsheet. Subtracting for the three top rows of cells 
occupied by column titles and spacing, I calculated there 
were 382 employees listed and distilled into their pertinent 
data under columns titled names, ages, hire dates, salaries, 
unvested-options, projected cost of unvested options, etc. It 
suddenly occurred to me that it was January...A/exf month 
they'll be having their quarterly communication. These 
folks are the sacrificial lambs this quarter! These folks will 
get laid off this month and the company will announce how 
they've saved money by "consolidating redundancies" or 
some crap! They'll spin it for analysts who will gobble It up 
like the garbage eaters they are. DAMN! You're still at It - 
protecting your executives, who add NOTHING, by sending 
your trench workers to the slaughter. 

I popped the thumb drive I'd carried with me out of my 
pants' pocket, plugged it into the laptop, and copied over 
the RIF file. I didn't know what I'd do with it yet, but I was 
taking it! I set about accomplishing what I'd really come for. 
First, I pulled up Larry's schedule for the day. Oh, so that's 
why you were out of here so early, I thought to myself as I 
saw the "Dinner" scheduled at Ruth's Chris for 6:30 tonight 
with BioMorte's CEO and a name I didn't recognize. I made 



a quick note of the name in my phone's notebook to ask 
Jesse about later, and got down to what I'd come to do. I 
double clicked the thumb drive icon on the desktop and 
opened the file labeled Piffles....another gift from Oliver. 
He'd named the file in homage to my favorite comic book as 
a child - Mary Jane and Sniffles. Poof poof piffles, make me 
just as small as Sniffles were the magic words Mary Jane 
would utter before shrinking down to her mouse 
companion's size... 

The Piffles program launched itself and installed its files 
on his hard drive, setting into motion the destruction of 
Larry. 

I ejected the thumb drive, reset the time on the system, 
turned off the computer, and wiped down anything I'd 
touched - Can't be too careful. 

I left the blinds closed to keep the back light from 
attracting attention when I opened the office door...luckily 
no one was around. I figured the cleaning crew would be in 
later and leave the office in whatever condition Larry would 
be accustomed to finding. 

I buried my interest in my cell phone and retraced my 
steps back to Luka without running into another soul. 

I still had two more days to kill until I could move into my 
rental cottage so I went to Gelato Vero in Hillcrest to drink 
tea and start formulating my next steps. I found a seat in 
their upstairs room overlooking India Street where I could 
watch planes come and go from San Diego International 
Airport, and see boats moving like water bugs in San Diego 
Bay. There had been a time when Gelato and a couple cafes 
in Pacific Beach, had been homes away from home - places 
where we spent more time than we did in our own beds. 
Coffee shops in the '80s and '90s were so different from 
these sad 21^* Century corporate clones...In the late '80s 
and early '90s, when I and my contemporaries were getting 
our licenses, starting college, and exploring more and more 
of our world, places to "get coffee" were as unique as the 



cars on the roads and radio stations on the dial. No one was 
ever made to feel unwelcome at a particular cafe, but they 
did each attract their own crowds. Gelato's location lent 
itself to a very eclectic clientele in the days I frequented its 
sidewalk tables. Twentysomethings with mohawks, tattoos, 
and combat boots served mod kids wearing Doc Marten 
oxfords and black eyeliner, younger boomers suffocating at 
their corporate jobs and looking for something besides a 
night at home alone with a box of wine, and my loose knit 
group of cafe mocha drinking misfits from La Jolla. There 
were places to meet for coffee closer to home - Pannikin in 
La Jolla, Cafe Crema in Pacific Beach, and of course Denny's 
was every where... It didn't matter - we just wanted to be free 
of our parents, listen to music, read our books, and talk 
about everything from cars to sex. 

I sat sipping my tea, tendrils of steam filling my scent 
receptors with the smell of jasmine. As I set the white mug 
down on the table, the smell of the cafe replaced the scent 
of jasmine and green tea. The smell hadn't changed in the 
thirty years of my memory - coffee, chocolate, steamed milk, 
and biscotti mixed with the scent of damp pavement, 
gasoline from the gas station across the street, exhaust from 
1-5, and a misting of jet fuel. It took me right back to the 
seventeen-year-old girl who whipped around town in a little 
Toyota, ignorant of past and future, living in each moment 
because it was all that mattered. I suddenly felt very sorry 
for the people born after 1985 - they'd never know anything 
other than traffic, debt, data mining, and cookie-cutter 
coffee shops that price-gouge their headphone wearing 
patrons who sit staring blankly at devices, locked in a digital 
world, ignorant of real life happening off the internet. 

A mother and daughter sat down near me and snapped 
me out of my thoughts. The mom was probably about my 
age and her daughter looked to be just a few years younger 
than Lexie. They ate gelato, sipped espressos, and talked 
like my friends and I used to. I wondered for a moment if the 
mother and I had ever crossed paths here before. Was she 



one of the old guard? It made me smile to hear them 
catching up - they talked about pets, siblings, cousins, and 
the mother's crazy mother. Two thoughts occurred to me - 
#1, it was so rare to see people having conversations 
instead of sitting across from each other at tables staring at 
cell phones, and #2, I'd never actually tried gelato at Gelato 
Vero! 

Since I had no one to talk to, I decided to check my 
phone for any messages. I'd received a Jinn message from 
Oliver. 

Your interests wiii be convening in one piece - SFO. 

Antikythera Conference. Confirmed attendance for us. 

US?????\ thought. 

Oliver knew my next targets would be the people behind 
two industries - banks and information technology. Knowing 
his interests lay in IT, I had a suspicion it was those interests 
to which he was referring. I was loath to look up the phrase 
"Antikythera Conference" and link the search to my device, 
so I went with the assumption it referred to the Antikythera 
Mechanism and was some kind of elite (since I'd never heard 
of it in the mainstream) technology conference. 

I messaged him back - Us? 

Meet me. 15 Jan. Reservations my name. Greyman's. 4 

p.m. 

Keep your name dear. Conference is annuai think tank 
meeting 

for computer nerds iike me and the “entrepreneurs" 
who use the tech. 

The peopie you want to meet wiii be there. 

So somehow, he'd been invited to an influential IT and 
computing conference and was bringing me as his plus one - 




but I was to keep my identity on the down low. Made sense 
since he was on the inside as one of them he wouldn't be 
suspected of bringing them down - and his nameless female 
friend wouldn't even be remembered when she showed up 
at a couple of the cocktail parties and dinners that always 
occur at these events. Sounded like a job for a little black 
dress and my best dumb-blonde-trapped-in-a-brunette's- 
body routine. I smiled as I thought... They'll be so busy 
dealing with the fallout from being exposed and destroyed 
they'll be years behind trying to figure out who was involved 
and they'd inevitably start looking to Eastern Europe or Asia 
or South America before considering an American living in 
Scotland. 

Now how the hell am I going to get to San Francisco 
without leaving a trail that I was there and associated with 
what's going to end up being an exposure of their corruption 
and privacy stealing technology? I thought to myself. But 
then my mind wandered to the other task on my list...Hunter 
Bank. 

it's all data storage I reasoned... whether it's license plate 
photos, or my search history, or a bank balance. I'm going 
to pick the brains of those Antikythera boys and girls like 
thorny wild blackberry bushes on a southern back-road until 
I understand how it's all interconnected and then I'm going 
to dismantle it, piece by piece, I thought as I finished my 
tea. 

I stood, slung my messenger bag over my shoulder, set 
my mug in the bus tub, and walked out to Luka still lost in 
thought - trying to see beyond my next few moves to the 
end game... 

I drove back to the hotel in a semi-daze, lost in thought 
and driving with memory autopilot engaged. My iPod was 
playing Ride by Trace Adkins in the background of my 
thoughts. The song, and something I'd seen along the side 



of the freeway, pulled at my thoughts until the niggling 
couldn't be ignored and suddenly the light bulb went on! 
That's how Tm getting to San Francisco! 

If I'd driven Luka or a rental car - there'd be a record - 
financial because of credit cards, or visual with all the 
cameras and scanners in use. Same for flying or taking the 
train. BUT, if i weren't doing the driving! 

The next day, the Karmic chickens came home to roost in 
Larry's barn. The biotech rumor blogs were all aflutter with 
news that he'd been escorted from the building. People 
were speculating as to what happened. 

"Doesn't seem to be a RIF. No one else is leaving." 

"He wasn't even given time to pack his personal effects. 
Someone from HR is doing it for him while he's under guard 
outside." 

"Holy crap, the cops just showed up! He's losing his shit 
out there!" 

"No formal announcement yet, but he's out!" 

I chuckled as I messaged Jesse to check the boards. He 
and I knew exactly what happened...It seems poor Larry 
booted up his computer, logged on, opened his email and 
triggered a pre-scheduled corporate wide email with an 
attachment to be sent to each and every person in his 
address book - and once it was opened by the recipient, it 
did the same using their address book - and so on - and so 
on...Until it had been sent the predetermined 1001 times 
and Piffled itself into something so small on the infected 
computer system it would never be noticed...What, you ask, 
was so horrible it got him escorted from the building and 
turned over to the police? Let's just say it seems Larry was 
having a party next weekend - the attached invitation read: 
Clothing Optional. Bring your own Whips! and featured a 
photo of Lawrence in nothing but pink leather chaps 
smacking his ass and looking at his invitees over his 
shoulder. 



I knew it was cliched to go after him this way, but he was 
such a pompous ass it was just too classically fitting to use 
an old school photo-shopped invite to screw with him... 

By the end of the day, I was all set to move into the 
cottage the next morning, and put the wheels in motion to 
get up to San Francisco. I'd gone shopping at a couple 
resale shops that specialized in clothing from the '50s 
through '70s to pick up a couple frocks appropriate to my 
soon-to-be arm-candy status, and hit the drug store for a few 
makeup essentials - smoky eyes and ruby lips and all that 
twaddle. 

The biotech world had picked up the Larry story in its 
entirety and was sharing his "invite" all over the globe. I'd 
known it would only be a matter of time before one or more 
of the recipients anonymously shared it, and I wasn't 
disappointed. Even if people deep down believed it was 
fake, the damage was done. No one would hire him with this 
baggage and no one would be able to prove his computer 
had been hacked - it was the property of the company and 
they had no impetus to tear his hard drive apart looking for 
the ghost of a program that barely existed. I stopped into 
the main post office on Rosecrans where I mailed two 
envelopes each containing printout of the RIF file I'd copied 
from Larry's computer. Maybe the business writer at the 
Union-Tribune could make hay out of it, maybe not, but I was 
pretty sure Valerie would find it interesting considering 
many of the people on it were the backbone of the company 
and it was pretty obvious they were being cut just to save 
money and keep the analysts happy. I picked up a rice bowl 
for dinner and took it to the park overlooking Lake Miramar 
near my hotel. I watched the sun set over the lake and went 
over my plan to get to San Francisco.... 

Luka and I sat in the parking area of the scenic overlook 
along southbound 1-5 between the Birmingham and 
Manchester exits well before sunrise, waiting for George. I'd 
called Myra's husband Mick in Austin and asked him to refer 



me to a car hauler - a service I was sure he'd used in pursuit 
of his hobby of buying and flipping cars. Mick set it up for 
me so there'd be no record of me making the arrangements, 
plus it was just easier since he already had a relationship 
with the hauler. 

I heard the rumble as a rig exited the freeway and began 
to slow as it approached the parking slips. I looked out my 
rear side window and confirmed it was probably George 
since it whomever it was, was hauling an enclosed car 
carrier. The enormous iridescent-green Peterbilt tractor 
truck hissed under the streetlights as its brakes set and 
settled. Leaving the engine running, the driver opened the 
door and stepped down onto the pavement. I walked around 
the front of the truck to introduce myself and came face to 
face with a woman about my age and size. 

"George?" I asked unable to hide the surprise in my voice. 

"Yup. Georgina Walters. George for short." she said 
extending a hand. "You must be my mystery client. Mick 
was all sorts of Secret Squirrel about the job, but said you 
were good people." she said pulling a pair of work gloves out 
of a pocket in the door of her truck and sliding them on her 
hands. 

I was trying to digest the fact she was a woman and the 
fact she knew who Secret Squirrel was as she walked off to 
take a look at Luka. 

"This her then?" 

Frantically searching for my composure, I walked over 
and said, "Yep, that's her. Did Mick explain all the details?" 

"Haul her to San Fran today. Pick her up in two days and 
bring her back here." 

"And the extra bit?" 

"Yeah, he mentioned something about that. I was 
expecting a small teardrop trailer or something. What's the 
extra cargo I'm hauling?" she asked looking around. 

I opened Luka's passenger side door and pulled out my 
messenger bag, "That'd be me," I said with a smile. 



George looked me up and down, made up her mind she 
didn't care - Mick said I was okay and she was getting paid 
in cash for an easy job and said, "I hope you like dogs." 

I'd been using the Thought Stone to make sure she wasn't 
going to have a problem transporting me and saw an image 
of her dog in her mind as she mentioned me liking dogs. I 
smiled to myself and thought. This should be fun. 

I gave George the key to Luka and stood back while she 
did her thing. Fifteen minutes later a non-descript, thirty- 
year-old, plateless, badgeless black car was nestled in the 
back of the trailer. 

George handed me a clipboard and told me to sign the 
work-order showing delivery to a strip mall in San Mateo I'd 
told Mick to give her. 

"Mount up. If you want to get to San Fran by afternoon 
we've got to get going so we can get through LA before rush 
hour." 

I opened the cab door on the passenger side and came 
face to face with the angriest Chihuahua this side of the 
Atlantic. I touched the Animal Stone and told the little black 
and white beastie as best I could what was going on, and 
showed him images of Cowboy and Pixie from my memories. 
He lost interest, turned his back, and jumped from the 
center console between the driver and passenger seats to 
the back of the cab. As I hauled myself up into the 
passenger seat, I looked for a place to stow my bag and saw 
him turn around three times and plop himself down in a 
circle on the bed behind the cab seats. He watched me slide 
my bag behind my seat, and then watched George climb 
into hers. Chili, as the name over the passenger side door 
read, was asleep before we got back on the freeway. 

We got off at the next exit to get back on heading 
northbound. As George settled into the number three lane 
she reached for the mic of her CB radio above her head, 
"Poyson IV," she began, pronouncing the I and V like a 
doctor ordering an intravenous medication. “Northbound 



and heavy out of San Diego. Who's buying me dinner in San 
Mateo tonight?" 

The radio cracked to life. 

"Whichblade here. Leila says she'll buy C/?///dinner," said 
woman's smiling voice. “While the pups share a noodle, you 
and me can share a beer. It's gotta be north of San Fran 
though. I gotta head back to Seattle before the rooster 
crows, I don't wanna be in traffic all morning." 

"This is Qi-Tara. Let's meet in CowTown for a cookout!" 
said a different woman - one with a tinge of an Irish accent. 

"Poyson IV's in. Heading out towards SEATAC in the a.m. 
so some good food and good company north of the Bay 
sounds good." 

"Whichblade will be there. Left SEATAC a few hours ago. 
Gotta unload before meet, so this is perfect." 

“How about we call it Yolo? Usual place?" asked George. 

“Qi-Tara 10-4, over and out." 

“Which 10-4, over and out." 

"Poyson IV, see y'all there. Over and out," she said with a 
smile as she hung up the mic. 

“Damn, I'm sorry I'm going to miss your dinner plans!" I 
said with a chuckle. 

“You have no idea," she said with a big ol' grin. “Not 
many dames do what we do, especially solo, so we tend to 
stick together. Most of the guys are alright, but it rubs their 
wives the wrong way if they socialize with us so we keep it 
professional around the men and only let our hair down 
when it's just the girls." 

“Did you guys, er gals, pick your characters together or 
before you ever met?" 

“Our characters!" she asked staring down the road, 
suddenly wondering if maybe there was more to me than 
what she'd assumed based on my shady travel plans. 

“I can't quote canon, but I know enough to recognize 
comic book and cartoon characters from the 20th Century," I 



said turning towards her with a wink. 

“Touche,” she said smiling. “We came up with our 
handles independently and kind of found each other about 
ten years ago. I dunno which stars aligned to provide the 
introduction, but Qi and I both lost our husbands in the Gulf 
War and 'Blade, well, 'Blade is a character and a half....” 

I settled back in my co-pilot's chair as George told me the 
story of her two best friends... 

Qi-Tara, real name, Julie O'Neil, had been a teenage 
newlywed when her equally baby-faced Marine husband was 
deployed to Kuwait and killed a few short weeks later in a 
friendly fire “accident”. She'd been born in Ireland to an 
Irish father and a Chinese mother who were both killed in a 
traffic accident just before her birthday. Unable to 
stand living alone in her little house outside Dublin, 
surrounded by so many memories, she'd run off to California 
to attend a community college. She'd landed at LAX, 
decided she hated LA after about a week, and caught the 
next train to San Diego. It was July of 1990 and she found 
herself an apartment in Pacific Beach and a job at the Daily 
Planet - a tiny bar on Garnet - where she could work nights 
while taking daytime classes. She met Chad the second 
month she was there. They were married by the third month 
and by the fourth he was in Kuwait. Two weeks later he was 
dead. He hadn't been in the Corps long enough to really 
build up a community to support her, so she'd gone through 
all the stages of grief on her own and somehow came out of 
it all with a commercial driver's license. 

Patchouli Sunshine Dabney, better known as Whichblade, 
or simply 'Blade to everyone who knew her...A child of 
raging hippies! Born circa September 3 '^^^ 1970 in a Haight 
Asbury commune; circa because her mother was too high to 
actually remember which day she was born on so they made 
up a date years later when 'Blade needed a birth certificate 
to go to school. Her parents are still together and living on a 
tiny farm in Vermont, but 'Blade had been born with a 
vicious case of wanderlust and could never sit still for 



school, office jobs, or farming, so she found trucking...it kept 
her moving and afforded her the ability to travel the world 
every few months. She's fiercely proud of her ancestor, 
Austin Dabney, a black Patriot who fought for Independence 
in the American Revolution, and she carries around a report 
proving his service, published by the Daughters of the 
American Revolution to, as she put it, shove up the soft 
white asses of inbred southern racist morons. 

'"Blade sounds like a force of nature!" I said chuckling at 
the image of a few members of the US Congress bent over 
their desks, pants around ankles, with a rolled-up report 
sticking out of their backsides. 

"You have no idea!" replied George. "That woman is hell 
on wheels and sharp as a scalpel." 

"Sounds like a good person to have in your foxhole." 

"Word!" 

"So, what's your story, if you don't mind me asking?" 

"Me? I'm pretty boring by comparison. Texas for 
generations. Daddy started a trucking company, died of a 
heart attack. Mom ran it until my brother took over, and now 
I work for him." 

"But your husband? Were you both always going to go 
into trucking?" 

"Nooo..." she said seeing ghosts ahead. 

"Sorry, didn't mean to pry." 

"No, it's okay. It's just been a long time since I thought 
about what could have been. We met in Florida. I'd just 
graduated from the University of Florida and was having one 
last hurrah with friends in Daytona before heading home to 
Texas to start Vet school. Nelson was a Navy pilot blowing 
off steam with a few buddies before the expected orders to 
the Persian Gulf. We spent all 72 hours of his leave together 
and I stopped in Pensacola to see him on my drive home to 
Texas...I didn't make it home to Texas. At least not then. We 
got hitched. We got pregnant. And he got deployed." 

"What is it about things moving so fast when we were 
that young? What was our hurry?" I asked. 



“You got me," I said shrugging. “I think it was our 
generation. We were free-range kids brought up in blissful 
ignorance. There was a romance about the war - men and 
women in uniform riding off to save our allies. We were 
young and invincible. And stupid!" 

"Amen, Sister." 

"Short version is, Nelson died, I lost the baby, and now I 
drive trucks." 

"You never finished Vet school?" 

"Oh, I did. Even sat for my boards and passed them. But 
I just couldn't face any more death...seeing how people treat 
animals, having to euthanize them...I just couldn't do it day 
in and day out. So, my brother set me up with a trainer, I 
got my commercial license, and here we are. I make decent 
money, have no overhead except for the loan on my rig. I've 
got my girls, and I've got Chili," she said smiling and using 
her thumb to point to the ball of fur curled up behind her. 

I was torn between wanting to drift off into my own 
thoughts and feeling the need to keep George engaged in 
conversation. 

The decision was made for me when she pressed the CD 
button on her stereo and In and Out of Love from Bon Jovi's 
7800 Fahrenheit started, at a volume meant to discourage 
talking. 

I stared at the road, allowing it to hypnotize me. The 
rhythmic thump of the wheels over the asphalt, the 
reflective stripes and those little plastic reflective bumps 
between lanes that people seem to use as some sort of 
driving by Braille system - bump, bump, bump, swerve, 
bump, bump, bump...You know exactly the type of person 
I'm talking about! - and the music of my teen years released 
my brain from its normally hyperactive state and lulled it 
into sweet warm mushy oatmeal. As the opening whispers 
of Tokyo Roadf\\\e6 the cab I was back in 1987... 

Two-tone, black and grey 1982 Toyota Corolla SR-5. 
License plate 1DZA157. Driving north along the 101 from 
La Jo I la to wherever. Windows down, black sea air filling the 



car, headlights focused on the only thing in the world that I 
cared about - the road ahead of nne. No pagers, computers, 
email, or ceil phones. Soda! media consisted of three-way 
calling, hanging out at the pizza place playing Mrs. Pac Man, 
notes passed in class and Siam Books. There was none of 
this grand scale anonymous bullying crap - everyone knew 
everyone else's handwriting and favorite color pen. No one 
was hacking our banks, our tax returns, our LIVES! Internet 
companies weren't mining our PRIVATE emails and web 
searches for marketing data. The government wasn't 
allowed to tap our phone conversations without warrants. 
The TSA didn't exist and flying was actually part of the fun 
of travel adventure, whether you were flying thousands of 
miles to Hawaii or a couple hundred to Las Vegas. Life was 
simple and it was good. The roads weren't dogged with 
millions of cars. Russia didn't hate us and want to see us 
burn. The Berlin Wall was crumbling. You could buy candy 
and ice cream with your allowance from the ice cream truck 
parked by the park as you walked home from school with 
your little brother and a small herd of your neighborhood 
friends. You'd get home, toss your backpack in your 
bedroom, change your clothes and meet up at the top of the 
highest hill in the neighborhood to race the ten-speed you 
got for Christmas. Hours later, it was time for dinner, 
homework - which you could get done in an hour - a shower, 
maybe some TV, and bed. This was life before computers, 
before the internet, before technology that was supposed to 
make your life "better" actually ruined it. Back when you 
could talk to a person instead of a computer when you 
called customer service. Back when someone called you it 
was from a legit number - not one spoofed by scammers to 
look like it belonged to a friend calling from around the 
corner. Before human jobs were replaced by computerized 
automation. Before your every move was warrantlessly 
tracked by law enforcement. And before the companies that 
supplied them software to map your GPS locations, license 
plate scanners with facial recognition, devices to capture 



your cell phone signal, calls, texts, and emails, and the 
ubiquitous security camera systems, all pooled their 
databases to create dossiers on every citizen's routine. 
They know where your kid goes to school, what their sports 
schedule Is, who your doctor Is, where you go for a run, 
where you shop, where you play, who services your car, who 
you buy your Insurance through, what your travel plans are, 
how much you owe to whom, where you work, and what you 
ate for dinner and where - and they sell that Information to 
anyone willing to pay for access to your life...Back before 
someone who wants to stalk you, kidnap your kid, rob you, 
blackmail you, or Impersonate you, has only to buy your life 
story from a data broker. Back when you had to appear In 
person to provide your entire life story to open a bank 
account or buy a car. Before the government required 
banks to report to them your deposit and withdrawal 
practices. Before the government allowed every company 
on the planet to use your social security number as a work 
camp Identification number with no regulations requiring 
they keep It secure from hackers. Life before corporations 
became slaves to meeting Wall Street analysts' projections. 
Before expected growth every quarter demanded a 
combination of layoffs and price Increases - a sustainable 
Impossibility, for without Jobs one cannot afford rent, cars. 
Insurance, clothes, milk...much less at Increased prices. It 
was the actual golden age of being a human - when your 
world was filled with endless possibilities instead of a single 
path of indentured servitude. 

Now the drudgery starts when you're a teen - go to 
school at 7:30 a.m. so the football team can start practice at 
2:30 - even if you don't give a shit about sports. You suffer 
through packed classes, bullies, and abusive teachers. You 
go to college and take on tens of thousands of dollars of 
debt to get a degree in something, anything, but nothing 
you love, because you're 18 and don't have a fucking clue 
what you love. You leave college and get a job you hate so 
you can pay your student loans. You get married. You have 



a kid or two. And now they've really got you. You've got to 
keep the job because you've got to have health insurance, 
and a car to commute to work, because no one lives In 
walking distance of their office. You need a roof over your 
head, so you buy a house because "it's the American Way" 
and then you lose your job because the company needs to 
cut costs to meet Wail Street expectations and because 
you've been with them for eighteen years you're too costly - 
your salary, stock options, and bonus level negate the 
experience you provide...They can save money by bringing 
in a kid fresh from college hungry to pay HIS student loans. 
Now you're faced with COBRA payments or the insurance 
exchange, but both are out of reach when your income has 
suddenly crashed to zero. You've got a mortgage and cheer 
camp for your daughter, and no savings because you had to 
buy a second car for your wife who's been out of work for 
ten years to raise your daughter, and a third car for your 
daughter who's off to college soon, and three iPhones, and 
three iPads, and three computers, and the water heater just 
flooded the garage. Suddenly you remember life before the 
1990's? Before greed and technology fucked it all up and 
ruined it for our children and grandchildren. Before Alan 
Turing's brainchild evolved into a Kraken that ate the world. 

My eyes popped open at the irony as I recalled where I 
was meeting Oliver. 

The truck stereo was now playing People Are People by 
Depeche Mode, and we were rolling right through east LA 
along the 5. 

I reached behind my seat to grab a bottle of water out of 
my bag. 

Catching the movement out of the corner of her eye, 
George turned to look at me. 

"Have a good nap?" she asked turning down the stereo. 

I smiled and took a drink of water. "Wasn't so much a 
nap, as a trip back in time. I haven't listened to 7800 
Fahrenheit in DECADES! I was in high school when Slippery 



When Wet came out. I was hooked. I begged my mom to 
take me to the Tower Records down in Point Loma where I 
bought cassettes of it, Bon Jovi, and Fahrenheit. I played 
those tapes over and over for months - I'd wear headphones 
to bed at night so I could listen to them while the house 
slept." 

"Who was your favorite?" 

"Oh, I was definitely a Richie Sambora girl. You?" 

"Jon all the way!" she laughed. 

We talked some more about music and girlhood crushes 
until we'd driven well north of LA. 

George took an exit with a lone gas station at the top of 
the hill. As we slowed down at the top of the ramp for the 
stop sign and right turn. Chili, sensing adventure, stood and 
shook on the bed. 

"Get yourself a pit-stop in now. We won't be stopping 
again until we hit San Fran in another six or so hours." 
George warned me. 

I crossed the lot and looked back at the truck as I stepped 
through the door into the minimart and saw George lowering 
Chili down for a walk from the driver's seat of the cab which 
shimmered and glowed a toxic iridescent yellow-green as 
the heat rose off the engine in the face of the cold morning 
sun. I could make out what I hadn't been able to see in the 
darkness hours before - an ivy plant painted on the hood in 
a contrasting emerald green, it's tendrils and leaves curling 
over the doors - Poyson IV, I thought to myself and smiled. I 
wondered, as I walked to the restroom, how many entendres 
there were in her handle. 

When I got back to the truck, toting my water and snacks, 
George and Chili were waiting for me. 

"Would you mind hanging with Chili and the truck while I 
run in?" 

"Of course not," I replied glancing at Chili chowing down 
on a bowl of kibble in my seat. 

I opted to stand in the open doorway next to Chili, 
stretching and flexing to prep for a six-hour sit-a-thon. He 



finished his bowl and nosed it off the seat onto the floor. 

"Oh really?" I asked him with a smile. 

He turned and looked at me, finally acknowledging my 
existence next to him. He tilted his head to the side in 
typical Chihuahua style, waiting to see what I might say 
next. It was actually a complement of sorts - his looking 
straight at me authorized me to speak and be heard by his 
majesty. 

"So, you're not mad I'm taking this seat for the day?" I 
asked reaching down into the footwell to right his bowl, 
wondering if he needed it filled with water, but deciding to 
wait until George got back to ask. 

He gave a little yip and wagged his tail as he looked over 
the edge of the seat at me adjusting his bowl, obviously 
expecting something to happen as part of his routine. 

I touched the Animal Stone to see if he was telling me 
what it was. 

"Oh, so you do need some water next," I said pulling a 
bottle out of my plastic bag I set in the footwell and twisting 
the top off. 

I put the bowl back on the seat and poured in some water 
as George stepped into view through the open driver's side 
door. 

"Thanks! How'd you know he needed water?" 

"Oh, um, I just thought I'd see if he wanted some, figured 
if he didn't he'd ignore it," I stumbled. 

"Yeah, Chihuahuas, they do things on their own terms." 

"Tell me about it!" 

"You have one?" 

"Yeah, he's with the husband right now while I'm in 
California. I miss the little cretin!" I said smiling at Chili who 
was now facing George and furiously wagging his tail. 

"It's Chili, right?" I asked pointing to the name above me 
on the cab. 

"He's spicy," she said by way of an explanation while she 
reached into the pocket behind her seat to pull out 
something she tossed onto the bed in back. 



Chili went flying from the passenger seat onto the center 
console and leaped into the bed where he began frantically 
searching for his treat. Finding it, he laid down like the 
Sphinx, bullystick held upright in his front paws, and got to 
work. 

"He'll be busy for a while then take a morning nap," said 
George climbing into her seat. 

She brought Poyson IV to life and we resumed our 
northern trek to the sound of the opening electronic beats of 
Bizarre Love Triangle by New Order. 

Six and a half hours later we pulled into a strip mall in 
San Mateo. While George took Chili for a walk, I popped in 
the back and screwed on the license plates I'd stowed in the 
back zipper-pocket of my suitcase. When she got back she 
unloaded Luka and I paid her, in cash, for the ride. 

"So, back here in two days?" she asked flipping through 
the pile of bills I'd handed her. 

"Yes, please. How does 10 p.m. on Sunday sound?" 

"I'll be here. You've got my number, right?" 

"Yup," I said sliding into Luka. 

"And I'll call Mick if I need to reach you?" 

"Probably best," I said turning over Luka's engine. 

I knew she wanted to ask more, and I fought the urge to 
tell her more. I knew from our ride I could trust her, but the 
less she knew, the less trouble she could get into. I still 
wasn't sure what was going on. I sure as hell didn't want to 
drag her and Chili into it. 

I pulled my door closed, smiled at George, and at Chili 
tucked under her arm, and drove off towards downtown San 
Francisco. 



Chapter XXI 


I found a parking garage for Luka, and in a dark corner, 
hopped in the back seat, changed my outfit, painted on a 
face by the flashlight of my Swiss Army knife set, and exited 
the car. I popped the hatchback, traded down to a smaller 
purse, packed my messenger bag into my suitcase and lifted 
it from the trunk. I chirped Luka's alarm as I walked away. 
Five minutes later, in a yellow wasp-waisted, flared skirt, 
'50s inspired dress, I exited the garage into the afternoon 
San Francisco sun. 

It was a short walk in my kitten heels to Greyman's. I 
hoped my arrival on foot wouldn't draw attention. I'd 
debated hailing a cab, but it just added another party to the 
mix and I was trying to keep things as simple as possible. 

The main entrance to the hotel was all aflutter with 
activity as valets ran to and fro trying to keep the Bentley's 
and Tesla's from stacking up in the short, slightly horseshoe 
shaped drive. Choreographed amongst the valets were the 
porters loading bags onto brass luggage dollies and the 
customers themselves making their way into the lobby. I 
slipped into the melee, and into the lobby. Oliver had 
planned the arrival time perfectly. 

Instead of turning left towards the mahogany reception 
desk, I wandered to the right, towards the overstuffed, 
wingback chairs of the lobby. It appeared completely empty, 
but I was drawn by instinct to the far-right corner by the 
fireplace. I was rewarded with a pair of very long legs 
jutting out of a seat facing the fireplace. I walked up behind 
the chair so I could park my bags in the corner created by 
Oliver's chair and the one sitting to its right. 

"You made it," he said without looking around. 

I walked around the back of his chair, past its left arm, 
and around the front to take the seat on his right. 

An afternoon tea was set up on the coffee table in the 
center of three chairs, the last chair facing a window 



overlooking the hotel's busy driveway remained empty. 

"I did," I responded to the back of his newspaper while 
reaching for a finger sandwich. 

"Ready for some fun?" he asked lowering his paper 
revealing an enormous, wicked grin. 

"Always," I said with a wink. 

"Right then. First thing's first. Here's a key to our room," 
he said handing me a slate grey plastic card devoid of any 
markings. "I'm assuming you've had your phone turned off 
since you left home?" he asked. "Jesse said he's not been 
able to reach you," he continued quietly addressing the 
question on my face. "Keep your personal phone off, but 
keep it with you," he continued in a low voice, pulling an 
older Blackberry and an iPhone SE from his inside coat 
pocket and handing them to me. "I took the liberty of 
obtaining and setting up these phones for you to use when 
traveling for Carnyx business. The Blackberry has no data 
associated with it; it's not able to send and receive calls or 
even update its date and time, but it has a microSD slot that 
makes recording, transporting and sharing data extremely 
easy. The iPhone is set up with your Jinn account. I've 
scrubbed it of every application that could be used to 
record, monitor, or communicate your activities on the 
phone - things like keystroke loggers, usage reports...You 
can safely use it to communicate via Jinn, but remember that 
phone calls, emails, and texts will be sent through other 
parties and records kept, so don't use it to make phone calls, 
or send texts, or emails to people you know; keep the phone 
as clean as possible, especially this weekend. Try to use it in 
crowded areas, it makes it much harder to assign a signal to 
an individual when the field is crowded. Feel free to use the 
SE to Jinn with Jesse when you're out and about in the city, 
but turn the phone off well before you leave a crowd and 
don't turn on any phone but the Blackberry here in the 
hotel." 

"While we're on the topic of Jinn - why don't you, we, ever 
use any of the commercially available electronic messaging 



services I keep hearing about reporters and whistleblowers 
and terrorists using?” 

He just looked at me over the top of his glasses and shook 
his head. "Would you rather drive yourself in your own well- 
maintained car or take a cab of questionable pedigree 
driven by someone you don't know?” 

"Fair enough!” I said smiling and raising my hands in 
surrender. 

"When you're traveling you might want to consider 
leaving your personal phone at home, turned on,” he 
continued as if his original train of thought had never been 
derailed by my question. "There are patterns in the absence 
of activity, as well as in actual activity. There is a small risk 
in someone taking an interest in you tonight because you're 
friends with me...if they do that, you're "in the system" as it 
were. If certain people here were to ever discover your real 
name and personal information it would be best to have 
your behavior be as mundane as possible. Should your 
known phone identifiers suddenly fall off the system for 
days on end, it would be a larger flag than if it were found to 
be traveling or just sitting at home." 

"Gotcha," I said taking the powered-down phones from 
him and sliding them into my purse next to the room key. 

"The conference events don't start until later tonight. 
May I suggest we drop off your bags upstairs, go for a walk, 
and get an early supper?" 

"Works for me, I could eat a Buick, these little sandwiches 
aren't going to make a dent!" 

Fifteen minutes later we were walking towards the wharf 
looking for a place to duck into for a bite and a chat. As we 
walked, I unlocked my new phone and sent Jesse a quick Jinn 
message to let him know I'd made it safely to San Francisco. 

Tucked side-by-side for as private a conversation as 
possible, into a booth along the middle of a wall, we ordered 
some salads, pasta, bread, and iced tea. When the waiter 



had delivered everything, Oliver finally got down to the 
business of explaining why I was here. 

"First you have to understand there are two types of 
computer people. There are the ones, to use some terms 
you may truly understand from growing up on one ocean or 
another all your life, ones who like to carve up the waves on 
short fast boards, taking brief seconds of glory in and around 
crashes and busted up boards, and others who are the Soul 
Surfers, the ones who ride with the waves, understand the 
ocean and respect its power," he said pausing for a sip of his 
drink. "The Antikythera Conference was begun by the latter, 
and overrun by the former," he continued. "Over the last 
fifteen years the hotdoggers realized it was easier to mind 
rape the oldtimers than actually learn anything, and the 
oldtimers were easily flattered into believing they were 
being sought out of respect. The organizers of Antikythera 
began inviting these "children" to come and interact with 
their elders, but after just a couple years it became painfully 
obvious that our ideas and guidance were being exploited 
by people who wanted to create enormous data bases of 
intelligence they could aggregate for spying, marketing, 
targeting services, and essentially - greed. There is now a 
small group of us soul surfers, as it were, who come to the 
conference to monitor the kids on the short boards because, 
well, it's just easier since they are all in one place here. We 
sit quietly and listen to them once the alcohol starts flowing 
- it's how we get a glimpse into what they're working on." 

I didn't need the Thought Stone to understand what he 
was getting at. "So, it's a good place for me to glean a lot of 
information in one night," I said, crossing my arms and 
adjusting in the booth so my back was against the corner 
where the bench seat met the wall. 

"That was my thinking. The people here are the ones who 
designed all the privacy infringing software, personal 
information aggregators, and data storage companies we've 
discussed in the past, plus there are representatives from 
the credit reporting agencies and the airlines, essentially 



anyone who has an interest in ways to capture and store 
consumer data. With your witch stones there," he said 
glancing at my bracelet, "you should be able to get very 
detailed information; information in which my friends and I 
would be both very interested in and very helpful in 
exploiting." 

"So how does this shin-dig work?" I asked turning to face 
the table and twirling a forkful of spaghetti. 

"It boils down to this," he said stabbing his salad, 
"tomorrow will be filled with breakout sections where the 
kids will float ideas to the Beavers hoping for insight into 
solutions." 

"Ok, first off, Beavers?? And secondly, you guys actually 
help these cretins?" I asked with my hand covering my 
mouth full of spaghetti. 

"Heh," he chuckled reaching for a hunk of bread. "The 
cretins, as you aptly put it, started calling us the Busy 
Beavers as an insult. Busy Beaver was a game designed by 
a mathematician named Rado to test Turing machines in the 
'60s,'' he said, buttering the bread. "One of them probably 
heard about it in a university class and stored it away as a 
bit of trivia, then pulled it out of their arse when they saw an 
opportunity to use it to label us as old fogies for the fact we 
were the first Antikytherans and because we love our maths 
more than artificial intelligence algorithms and gig economy 
apps. The name stuck and now everyone just calls us old 
timers Busy Beavers. We own it and wear it like a badge of 
honor instead of an insult - pisses the little shites off," he 
said taking a bite of his bread and chewing. "As to your 
second question, well, yes and no. We help them just 
enough to keep them talking about the programs and 
products they are trying to develop, but not enough to let 
them complete it properly. It's how we know about things 
like cell phone trackers and license plate scanners. And it's 
also how these systems never seem to quite work properly or 
remain entirely secret. These children come here with these 
ideas and ask us for help as if they're doing us a favor by 



letting us play in their sandboxes. We point them in the 
right direction without actually solving their problems, 
hoping we slow them down enough for us to leak the 
existence of their products so the powers-that-be can have a 
heads up. Problem is, the powers-that-be - judges, 
politicians, and the like, don't care. They don't care until 
something blows up in their face, and then they feign 
ignorance - which we know they have no right to do. With 
your help, we can find out exactly where their servers are, 
who their buyers are, and what they have in the pipeline. 
With that kind of information, and a little time, we can shut 
the whole system down - which I believe is your end goal, is 
it not?" 

One of them, I thought to myself as I replied aloud, "And 
you figured that all out without the benefit of a mind 
reading piece of rock? You are a smart cookie," I said with a 
grin. "Will I be allowed in the breakout sessions to see how 
you all weave your magic?" 

"No, you'd stand out for being new, and frankly, 
illiterate,” he said with a shrug. 

I knew what he meant, but it still stung a bit, and 
reaffirmed my belief that those of us who don't understand 
how all these gadgets work, really shouldn't be using them! 

"The people that attend the Antikythera Conference know 
each other and have for years - an outsider would slow 
things down, and you'd really stick out because you don't 
speak the language,” he continued. "Your time to use your 
magic will come at the receptions and dinners and party 
scheduled over the next few days. Tonight, there is a 
reception and dinner beginning at 7 p.m., and tomorrow a 
dinner and party after the sessions. Sunday there are 
morning sessions and a lunch to close the conference." 

"So I'm your arm candy?" I asked with a wink, reaching 
for a hunk of garlic toast. 

"Not exactly. You're a Californian friend of mine with 
whom I'm visiting while in town. I'll tell them I'm killing two 
birds with one stone - attending the conference and visiting 



with you, should it come up. But no one expects we're 
dating," he said with a sly grin. 

"Okay, what are you up to?" I asked, catching the canary 
feather hanging out the side of his mouth. 

"The kids at Antikythera think I'm gay," he said with a 
chuckle. 

"They what?" I asked almost snorting my iced tea out my 
nose. 

"I might have let them think I prefer the company of men 
to A) pave the way for easier communication - men talk to 
men easier if they aren't constantly trying to out "man" each 
other," he said making air quotes, "and B) to keep my 
private life, well, private. I prefer to remain a mystery." 

"All right mystery man, do they even know your real 
name?" 

"Yes, but now that you bring it up, they don't know yours. 
How would you like to invent yourself for the weekend?" 

"Oh, wow, now there's a fun question. Let's see...I know, 
let's let the waiter decide. We'll ask him to guess my name 
and whatever he comes up with is it!" I said with a wink. 

We spent the next fifteen minutes discussing the itinerary 
for the weekend. It turned out the conference had evolved 
over the last ten years. He explained that what was once a 
comfortable gathering of people who shared a passion for 
machines, engineering, puzzles and problem solving, was 
now more like some corporate retreat combined with a frat 
party. "Sessions", as he called them, were held in the 
individual hotel rooms of the Busy Beavers. The newbies, as 
they were thought of, would seek out the more experienced 
attendees to show them project mockups, discuss obstacles, 
and generally pick the brains of the men and women who'd 
been writing code and designing systems for decades. The 
noobs didn't want anyone overhearing their ideas or 
obstacles, so they sought out private meetings with the 
more experienced members like Oliver. They'd attempt to 
flatter egos and offer allusions to future wealth through 
inside knowledge of products, hoping to entice the Busy 



Beavers to give them free advice. And the Busy Beavers 
humored them to get a peek behind the curtain. The other 
side of the conference were the gatherings - the cocktail 
reception, meals, and the Saturday night party. Riding high 
on expectations and the results of their meetings, the little 
shites, as Oliver called them, would let loose - booze, drugs, 
lots of dick measuring...Their girlfriends and wives would 
sometimes come with them - shopping and going to 
museums during the day on Saturday and Sunday, but 
always appearing for the group events dressed to the nines. 

"You know it's weird now that I think on it, the only 
women involved in the conference are my age, there are 
NEVER any in the younger group of attendees. That says a 
lot," Oliver said playing with a crust of bread. 

"Sounds like quite a sausage fest, too bad they're all 
cocktail weenies," I said just as the twenty-something, baby¬ 
faced waiter stepped up to the table to clear our plates. 

Oliver nearly choked on an ice cube at my unfortunate 
timing. 

"So, Kevin, is it?" I asked the waiter who was trying to 
hide a grin over my comment and Oliver's sputtering. 

"Yes," he replied smiling. 

"Kevin, if you had to guess my name, what would you say 
it is?" 

He stared straight into my eyes, dropped them for a 
nanosecond to take in my chest, cocked his head and said 
with a twinkle in his eye, "Janet?" 

"Tits not big enough for Chrissy?" I asked. 

He stopped dead in his tracks and almost dropped the 
tray of plates he'd been clearing, unable to make eye 
contact when suddenly faced with his thoughts coming out 
of my mouth. 

I felt Oliver chuckle as he looked down at my hands in my 
lap and saw me touching the Thought Stone. 

"It's okay, Kev, no offense taken," I said with a laugh. 

He let out a breath, put the bill on the table and left. 



"Should I leave the poor boy exact change so he doesn't 
have to come back and face me?" I asked pulling out my 
wallet. 

"You're going to do fine this weekend." 

We walked back to the hotel to change and freshen up. 
When we entered the brass elevator, we ran into what I 
could only assume, based on Oliver's ease and jovial 
attitude, to have been one of the Busy Beavers. 

"Kurt! When did you arrive?" asked Oliver hugging the 
man. 

"Just now," he replied glancing down at his suitcase. 
"Had to wait to check in while a couple of the ankle biters 
bitched about their rooms," he grumbled. 

"Kurt, this is...," said Oliver beginning to introduce me. 

"Laura," I interjected, sticking out my hand to shake 
Kurt's. 

Oliver gave me a raised eyebrow wondering where "Janet" 
had gone, but knew I'd explain once in the room. 

"Lovely to meet you. Dear," he said as if the five or six 
years that separated our age were as vast as the Pacific 
Ocean. 

I let the men talk in their quiet whisper while we 
completed our journey. Kurt had come in from his home in 
Germany and was looking forward to Sunday afternoon.... 

I made a mental note to ask Oliver about Sunday 
afternoon since I thought the conference ended at lunch. 

The elevator stopped and the three of us exited. Our 
rooms were across from each other, so I popped in ours to 
freshen up while Oliver went into Kurt's to continue their 
conversation. 

I'd hung my clothes and unpacked my toiletries by the 
time Oliver returned. 

"Sorry about that, wanted to fill Kurt in on who you were 
so he could help with the cover story if anyone got nosey 
about you. You're the first guest I've ever had at Antikythera 
so there are bound to be questions." 



"So, what exactly did you tell him about me?" I asked 
wondering if he'd told him about Carnyx and the Orb pieces. 

"Just that you're going to work the other side of the event 
to get information out of, what did he call them, the ankle 
biters? I left it to his imagination, but I'm sure he assumes 
you're going to wait till they're drunk and then act the 
ignorant girl impressed by their big brains to get them to 
spill the beans...You know, the usual," he said with a wink. 

"And by the way, what's up with Sunday afternoon? I 
thought this thing ended at with the lunch on Sunday." 

"Ah, you heard that? I was going to tell you about it 
because you're going to be invited, but not until I've had a 
chance to speak to everyone about you - so don't let on you 
know about it, okay?" 

"What is "it"?" 

"After lunch, here at the hotel, we all check out and make 
like we're leaving, but instead we drive over to Berkeley and 
meet at Max's." 

"Max's?" 

"You'll see," he said peeling off his shirt and heading into 
the bathroom for a shower. "By the way," he called from 
behind the half-closed door, "Why did you decide to use 
your real name?" he asked peeking out through the gap. 

"It's easier to stick to the truth. If anyone finds out who I 
really am, it won't raise any flags like using an alias would. I 
have nothing to hide, right?" I asked innocently with a wink. 

"Suuuure," he said with an eye roll, and disappeared to 
turn on the bathtub tap. 

I wondered about "Max" as he showered. I could have 
read his mind with the Thought Stone, But sometimes 
mystery is fun, I thought to myself as I got ready for the 
evening's events. 

Oliver and I disembarked from the elevator at 7:30 and 
found our way down the mahogany paneled corridor to the 
ballroom. Two men, former Seals by my Navy-town trained 
eye, guarded the double doors. Oliver softly uttered the 



word Wheatstone and the doors were opened for us. I 
cocked my head trying to remember where I'd heard that 
name before while at the same moment taking in the scene 
before me...Oliver seemed to understand I was processing a 
lot of data, so we paused just inside the room for a moment. 

"Okay, I get the Wheatstone reference," I whispered 
realizing it referred to the inventor of the Playfair Cypher, 
"but what the hell is this?"\ hissed. 

"This is what men do when they have too much money 
and too much power," he said simply. 

This was the exact opposite of what I'd expected. I'd 
wrongfully assumed tapers in silver candelabra, china, 
crystal, and ridiculously expensive, really old, grape juice. 
Instead I was faced with a dusky room filled with men in 
suits being served sushi on bamboo trays by topless women. 
I glanced to the right and took in what I could only assume 
was supposed to be a dining area strewn with what looked 
like huge beanbag chairs scattered under twinkle lights 
stuffed into giant red and amber glass pendants hanging 
from the ceiling of a tent made of unfurled bolts of jewel 
colored silk. 

I snaked my right arm into the crook of Oliver's left elbow 
and we strode deeper into the darkened room. 

Oliver steered me through the crowd of suits, towards a 
cluster of people in the back-left corner of the room. I 
recognized Kurt's golden halo of curls and realized this was 
the soul-coder corner. 

My eyes had adjusted to the lighting of the room by the 
time we reached the corner. Around three standing-height 
tables stood three women and six men ranging in age from 
mid-forties to mid-sixties. Oliver's arrival made the group 
ten strong. I was apparently the only "date" in attendance 
so introductions, went quickly. Everyone was very friendly, 
but reserved at the same time. How Scottish, I thought to 
myself for some reason. 

Polite conversation was interrupted by a topless waitress 
asking Oliver and me if she could bring us drinks, and a 



second passing a tray of mixed sushi. 

After requesting a beer, I turned to one of the female 
Busy Beavers to whom I'd just been introduced and asked, 
"Who the hell organizes this thing? Caligula?" 

I'd caught her mid-drink so got spritzed a bit as she 
sputtered to reply. "Just about!" she said with a smile. "The 
children," she continued pointing with her glass towards the 
larger, younger group occupying the rest of the reception 
space, "take turns planning the event. If there wasn't a rule 
it had to be done in San Francisco, I'm sure we'd be at the 
Playboy mansion every bloody year," she growled. 

"Well, at least the sushi isn't being served off their naked 
bodies," I replied. 

"Fer fuck's sake! Don't give them any ideas!" she smiled. 
"So, you and Oliver?" 

"Oh, we're just friends. He, my husband, and I go way 
back. I'm in California tying up some lose ends after our 
move and Oliver invited me to come up and visit for the 
weekend. I gather I won't be seeing much of him other than 
tonight and tomorrow evening, because of the conference 
schedule, but I'm looking forward to finding a nice spot to 
read a long book tomorrow." 

"Your move? Where have you moved to?" 

"We decided to move to Scotland for a while, you know, 
get off the hamster wheel and try something new," I said 
telling the truth, but not giving away too many details. 

"Scotland is one of the few places I've never been," she 
said wistfully as if she was thinking of images of all the 
places she'd traveled. 

Thinking I'd better change the subject before I invited her 
to stay with us or something, I asked, "Where was your 
favorite place you visited?" 

She was describing her visit to Morocco as a child in such 
detail I could almost feel the sun tanning my skin and smell 
the intoxicating spices, when Oliver appeared back at my 
side and broke the spell... 



"Ladies, it looks like we're being summoned into the land 
of beanbags," he said referring to the tiny crystal hand bells 
being rung by, thankfully, fully dressed waitresses. He stood 
between us and offered each of us an elbow. Kurt appeared 
on my right side and we walked four abreast towards the 
"dining room". 

I was seated at the corner of the rug that served as our 
table. Oliver was next to me, and Kurt across from me. 
Thankful to be a bit isolated, I used the time to scan the rest 
of the conference attendees. It struck me that there were no 
women in the younger crowd of twenty- and thirty- 
somethings. Not one! I started to wonder who was in 
charge of the guest list at these things, and did they just 
hate women, did they not want women around so they could 
act like tools, or were there just no women in positions that 
warranted attendance at Antikythera? My musings were 
interrupted by the arrival of one of the "Children". 

"Hello Oliver, I'm glad to see you came this year." he said 
blandly over Kurt's head. 

"Hello, Arnold," replied Oliver with a smile, dusting 
crumbs off his hand on the napkin draped over his pants leg 
and extending it to shake that of the new arrival. "I wouldn't 
think of missing Antikythera, how else would we old ones all 
keep up with the new advancements in the field? It's 
something I quite look forward to every year," he said with a 
completely straight face while Kurt nearly dislocated an 
eyeball rolling it back in his skull until I saw nothing but 
white. 

"And your lady friend?" asked the newbie giving me a 
brief glance. 

"Oh, she and her husband are friends of mine. She's just 
visiting in San Francisco so I took her under my wing so she 
wouldn't be on her own." 

"Well, I hope you enjoy yourself," he said glancing down 
at me with a look the equivalent of a dead fish handshake. 

"Thanks," I said trying to make eye contact with him and 
failing as he turned and walked back to his "table". 



"Well isn't he special," I muttered under my breath but 
loud enough for Oliver and Kurt to hear. 

"Regular paste eater, is what he is," said Kurt stabbing at 
something brown and slimy on one of the central serving 
plates resting on the floor before us. 

"That, my dear, was the head of Taibhsear Corp. The 
brilliant mind," said Oliver, spitting sarcasm, "who brought 
you cell tower impersonators, license plate scanners with 
facial recognition, and surveillance software that scans 
everything it captures and compiles it into a database 
reflecting the movements of every citizen - for sale to any 
law enforcement agency, spy agency, or corporation willing 
to pay for it. His facial recognition software scours all the 
photos people upload to their social media sites. Companies 
like Cliquer, Hisser, Humblebragg, Con-neqt, etc., they tie 
images to individuals' names, emails, phone numbers, 
addresses - basically anything they can. When someone 
uploads a photo to their profile page to brag about their 
vacation or their kid's first day of school, it becomes 
associated with their real name which is required by sites 
like Cliquer and Con-neqt and is often used on other sites. If 
people stood in parking lots and passed out business cards 
with their names, dates of birth, address, photos and the 
same information on their kids, people would think they 
were nuts! But doing it on the internet is perfectly 
acceptable. People just can't or won't grasp that the 
internet is just a giant scavenger of private information. 
Anyway, over time and as images get tagged or associated 
with the real names of account holders, their friends, and 
their family, the companies are able to create a database of 
images associated with names. Henkle buys access to that 
data and matches them to where your image shows up on 
security cameras in or near malls, schools, hospitals, 
airports, car dealerships, freeways, gas stations...you name 
it, he knows where you live, where you shop, where your kid 
goes to school, who your doctor is, how fast you drive, what 



route you take everywhere, and who you're sleeping with at 
which hotel." 

"So, someone I should get to know?" I asked him with a 
wink causing Kurt to look at us curiously. 

For the next few hours I chatted with Kurt and Oliver and 
the other Beavers sitting around our rug, while picking at 
the fruit platters before us on the floor, thankful for the 
dinner Oliver and I had grabbed earlier.... 

The noise level in the ballroom rose as the night got 
older, finally reaching a crescendo around midnight when 
the belly dancers entered and began undulating and 
gyrating on the rugs that had served as our dining tables. 

The hotdoggers' guards were down. The combination of 
alcohol and half naked women had turned them into the 
simplest of creatures. I decided to try my luck at getting to 
know some of them better so I pushed the idea of inviting 
myself and the other girls in attendance to dance, into the 
belly dancer's minds. I knew the Beavers would decline, but 
I was just an outsider, I didn't need to maintain the respect 
of these fools, so when the nearest dancer reached for my 
hand, I got up and followed her to the center of the tent. 

I did my best Shakira as the younger crowd of thirty or so 
suits hooted and hollered at the old cougar trying to make 
them want to "speak Spanish". When the song ended, and 
my turn with it, I used the opportunity to collapse into the 
laps of some of my new friends before whom I'd just been 
"performing". As they high-fived over my head, I nestled in 
like a mother hen and got comfortable. 

I saw Taibhsear Corp sitting by himself, staring into the 
glow of his cell phone in the corner opposite where the 
Beavers were sitting, so I ignored him completely and 
quietly got to know the group in which I'd landed. I made a 
point of not asking them what they did so I wouldn't cause 
anyone to get suspicious of my intentions. Instead I asked 
them about their watches and what kind of cars they drove 
and if they'd ever been to the Del Mar races or seen the 



Formula 1 race in Monaco...things drunk men love to brag 
about to women, and that interestingly, make them think of 
how they got the money to do them. Within thirty minutes 
or so of sitting with them and using the Thought Stone, I 
knew all their names and which companies they worked for, 
where their clouds were located, and what products they 
had in the pipe-line. By 1 a.m. I was exhausted and my 
brain was about to burst with information I desperately 
needed to write down before I forgot it. Oliver must have 
been keeping an eye on me and seen my fatigue, because 
he suddenly appeared offering me a hand to help me stand 
up from my spot on the rug in the middle of my new crowd 
of male friends living their Bright Lights Big C/fy years. 

I took his hand and stood to the sound of boos. 

"Now boys - I'm old...I've got to get some beauty rest or 
I'll look like your mothers in the morning." 

They laughed and started calling for shots of tequila as 
Oliver and I made our way back to his group to say our 
goodnights. 

Back in our room, while Oliver showered, I sat on my bed, 
leaning up against the nicely padded headboard, frantically 
typing for over thirty minutes on the Blackberry he'd had 
given me earlier that day, or was it the day before? Good 
grief, it's been a long day. Why on Earth didn't Apple nnake 
a phone with a physical keyboard? I thought to myself as 
my thumbs happily flew over the tiny black keyboard with 
real buttons. Man, I've missed being able to do this; those 
touch screen keyboards are such a royal pain in the dick! 

"Whew! Done!" I said tossing the phone on the bed 
beside me. "I didn't think I'd remember everything, but I did 
and it's all there. I've got information on everyone but 
Taibhsear Boy. What's up with him? He take the whole 
nerdy, anti-social thing extremely seriously, or what?" 

"No one knows much about him," replied Oliver from his 
bed next to mine where he'd been sitting quietly reading 
after his shower. "His name is Arnold Henkle..." 



Henkle? I thought while Oliver continued to talk. / 
wonder if he's a cousin, my brain mused as it sorted through 
the family tree and found its "file" on my paternal 
grandmother's family - Henkie, Dubois, Van Meter, 
Wynkoop...Germany, Fianders, Hoiiand, New York, New 
Jersey, West Virginia, while listening to Oliver... 

"He's never friendly. He's actually quite rude, but not in 
an overt way. He doesn't mingle with the younger men, or 
us, but he attends every event. One would think if he didn't 
care for the socialization aspect he would beg off and stay in 
his room during the dinners and parties, but he's always 
there, watching. He was quite fascinated with you tonight, 
like he was trying to solve an equation but didn't have 
enough data. He watched how you seemed to function 
across both groups and have a good time with the dancers; 
it was as if he couldn't compute how one person could live in 
multiple worlds." 

"Well, come hell or high water, he and I are gonna tango 
tomorrow night, because he's by far the most important nut 
for me to crack. I've data on the other clowns I want to go 
over with you so you can help me target exactly what you 
think we need to get from them tomorrow night, but I know 
exactly what I'm going after with Arnie...l want his cloud 
location...! want to know where his software lives and where 
the data is stored!" 

"Be warned, he's probably got your image now, and has 
uploaded it to his system which includes, as you well know, 
a facial recognition program, and a license plate 
database...Depending on who uses his software, he could 
know where you travel, where you shop, virtually everything 
you do. Assume, at the very least, he knows your name and 
some things about you. He may not have enough to link 
you to the pub, but be honest with him and you'll probably 
fade from his memory. On the other hand, since you piqued 
his interest, and you're with me..." Oliver said softly and 
thoughtfully, "you should assume he's going to set his 



system to alert him to every move you make. This could get 
hairy, Laura." 

"Which is why destroying his databases is my prime 
directive right now," I said with a smile knowing he'd 
appreciate the Star Trek reference. "It's bad enough the 
government uses the data to track all of us, but the fact they 
have done nothing to protect innocent citizens from being 
stalked by anyone with access - legally or illegally - to the 
data is horrifying. I need you to tell me exactly what 
information you need me to get from him to make this part 
of the plan work and I'll get it for you tomorrow." 

"About that. I do think you should still come to the party 
as it will give you access to many of the other attendees, but 
is it the best way to get to Arnold? I think you will have a 
hard time getting anything from him at a social event. It 
occurs to me that the best way to get into his mind is to do it 
when his guard is down and ignorant of your proximity." 

"What do you have in mind?" 

"I found out tonight that Arnold wants to meet with Kurt, 
Lucille, and me..." 

"Oh yeah, I remember Lucille. She and I were talking 
about Morocco..." I interrupted thinking out loud. 

"He asked for us specifically which makes me think he's 
probably going to buy or partner up with an older company, 
one where he'd have to figure out how to integrate their 
older system, probably something written in COBOL, into 
his. That's the kind of thing Kurt, Lu, and I are proficient at 
while most 21^^ Century software writers haven't got a clue." 

"He's probably going after a deal with one of the fucking 
credit bureaus!" I interrupted. 

"You know? You're probably right! They've been around 
in one form or another since the '70s....They have a huge 
amount of personal data, on older systems, that in 
conjunction with his cell tower spoofers, plate scanners, and 
facial recognition would make a Kraken of a tracking 
system!" 



"Wadda ya wanna bet that's what he's gonna call it?" I 
asked rolling my eyes. 

"No doubt. But my point is, I think you should "sit in" on 
our meeting tomorrow," he said not actually using air 
quotes, but I got his meaning none the less. "If I understand 
your witchy stones there," he said pointing at the bracelet 
on my right wrist, "you need your target to be thinking of 
the information you need to pull from his or her mind, and 
the only time he'll probably be thinking in depth about it 
will be with us. He won't get drunk, you won't be able to 
glean what you need from him at the party. What kind of 
range do you get on that thing?" he asked staring at my 
bracelet again. 

"Limitless, if I know my target. I can't just jack into 
someone I don't know, it's like I need to know them 
personally - I need something to focus on to get in - usually 
an image, but sometimes personal data like birthdates, 
locations, full names is enough if it pinpoints a specific 
person. How do you propose we do this?" 

"Let me sleep on it, but suffice it to say, we need you to 
leave the hotel tomorrow and not come back until our 
meeting is over, on the off chance he's actually actively 
tracking you." 

"I'm glad I had those phones you gave me turned off and 
in the room tonight while we were at the party. If I'd had 
them on me he might have linked them to me. I've had one 
on just now, do you think he's scanning the room for signals 
to link to us?" 

"With all the phones on in this hotel right now, it would 
be impossible for him to figure out which phone belongs to 
whom, but you make a good point. I'M get my hands on 
some new SIM chips and set them so you'll have the ability 
to dispose of burned ones as needed. I'll drop a program on 
them that will mask the phone's IMEI and IMSI and other 
unique identifiers and broadcast false ones to anyone 
listening - each time you change the SIM card it will appear 
to be a new phone on the system.” 



“I M what now?” I asked wondering what the hell he'd just 
said. 

"Don't worry about it,” he chuckled. "Just leave the 
phones here when you go out tomorrow - there's a good 
possibility he's tracking signals of guests as they come and 
go so he can reconcile them against facial recognition from 
cameras around town. He's probably very interested in 
attaching that kind of data to the Busy Beavers. I'll make 
that point to everyone tomorrow so they can take 
precautions themselves." 

"Just out of curiosity, these SIMs you're programming, 
whose name is on the bill with the service provider, how are 
they going to be recognized as legitimately activated 
devices if they aren't connected to a customer name?" I 
asked. 

"It's a shell corporation, a needle of an LLC buried in an 
enormous haystack of other companies...It's a legitimate 
company owned by an enormous conglomerate that is 
privately owned by a Wick Burner...It was Lucille's idea a 
long, long time ago," Oliver said with sly grin as he turned 
out the light on the nightstand between us. 

I lay in the dark for a few minutes trying to scratch a 
mental itch and failing. "Oliver, what the hell does Taibhsear 
even mean? It sounds Gaelic, like you need a double shot of 
peaty whisky before you can pronounce it properly." 

Oliver chuckled in the dark, "It means, roughly, one who 
has the second sight. One who can see things the rest of us 
can't. A seer, if you will." 

"Well isn't Arnie clever," I said with a smirk. 

The next morning, he had a plan. 

And apparently, he was excited to share it, because he'd 
turned on the lights in our lovely darkened room at 6 a.m., 
sat on the edge of my bed, and woke me up. 

"Okay, I want you to get dressed, come down and have 
breakfast with me, and talk about all the things you're going 
to do today. Have you got something nice and bright to 



wear, something that won't be missed by any cameras 
Arnold is using to stalk you?" 

"I've got some yellow jeans and a yellow and red 
sweater," I mumbled from beneath my pillow. 

"Perfect," he said handing me an empty notebook and a 
pen from his briefcase. "Right after breakfast you'll leave 
straight from the dining room and head out. You'll take a 
cab to the zoo, buy a ticket, and wander for a bit. At 10 
a.m., find a place where you can sit, someplace that 
someone watching would expect you to sit for a while. Buy 
a drink and a pretzel, sit at the gorilla exhibit, you know, just 
sell the whole "taking in the scenery" and "writing poetry or 
sketching" bit for the security cameras, just not right under 
a camera. Figure out a way to use your stone to "jack in", as 
you put it, to our meeting, and use the notebook to record 
everything. We're only going to get one crack at Arnold; we 
need to make it count. I'll try to ask him leading questions 
to get him to think about things outside of his line of 
questions for us. If you're right about him partnering up 
with the credit bureaus, this may be our way into their 
systems too. You may not understand everything you pull 
from his mind, but write it down anyway; it will be helpful 
when we go see Max." 

"Okay, but you gotta tell me who this Max person is!" I 
said sitting up against the backboard 

"You'll see. I don't want to ruin it for you." he said with a 
wicked grin heading to the bathroom. 

"Turn off the damn light, you freak!" I sliding back down 
into the bed and burying my face in a pillow. 

Two hours later we were up and dressed and heading to 
the dining room. Only the Busy Beavers were up at this 
hour, or at least they were the only ones in the dining room. 
Except Arnold...Arnold sat at a table by himself along the 
back wall, tapping furiously on a tablet computer while a 
cup of coffee steamed away in front of him. 



"Hey Arnold," I called from the buffet table that ran along 
the wall perpendicular to his, where I was making myself a 
cup of tea. 

He looked up startled that someone was speaking to him 
and scowled in my general direction without actually looking 
at me. 

"Don't poke the bear," hissed Oliver next to me. 

"Hush! I just needed to get a good solid look at his mug 
for later," I replied jabbing him with my elbow. 

While we all ate at a large table we made by pushing four 
four-tops together, Oliver made a point to ask me where I 
was off to for the day. I responded loudly enough for my 
voice to carry to Arnold, that I was heading to the zoo first 
thing, then maybe some shopping and a visit to Ghirardelli 
before coming back for the party later. 

As the folks at my table fell into comfortable chatter 
about the good old days of Commodore 64s and Atari games 
I'd never heard of, I took the opportunity to take a test drive 
around Arnold's head...I was dying to know what the hell he 
was so engrossed in behind me. 

Her name was Penny...At least that's the name she had 
given him when they met on an airplane when he was ten 
years old. She had told him she was eleven. They were both 
flying as unaccompanied minors, him to visit his mother and 
her to visit her father. In the time it took to fly from Georgia 
to Texas he'd fallen in love, but in Dallas they were ripped 
apart when she was put on a plane to California and he to 
Minnesota. Penny was the first software program he'd ever 
written and it contained everything he knew about her...and 
it searched constantly for her. So that's why he designed all 
this creepy crap - he's trying to find this Penny! I dug a bit 
more into his mind to see if I could see Penny. I closed my 
eyes and squeezed my wrist as I concentrated to pull her 
image from his deepest memories. What I saw unnerved 
me...I knew her face! I couldn't put my finger on it, but I 
knew her, I knew her from somewhere... 



Oliver tapped me on the leg and brought me out of my 
trance. I opened my eyes to see everyone staring at me. 

"Oh, sorry guys, I was just trying to remember who I need 
to buy gifts for today - can't go home empty handed!" I said 
amazed at how quickly the lie tumbled from my lips. 

I glanced at the watch on Oliver's hand and saw it was 
almost 9:30. 

"Well, the zoo opens in half an hour, so I think I'm going 
to go wander a bit and grab a cab. Y'all have a good day 
with your computer stuff," I said standing up from the table. 

"I'll walk you out," said Oliver standing beside me. 

"What was that all about?" he asked when we stepped 
outside. 

"Honestly? Love. It's about love. It's what drove Arnold 
to write all these programs, hoard all this data, and 
generally become the hermit crab he is...He's looking for 
someone he met twenty years ago. And I think I've met 
her!" 

"What the hell are you on about?" 

"Can't explain it all now. You've got to get to your 
meeting and I've got to get to the zoo. We're still going after 
his network and his software, but in the end, we may be able 
to help him - if he deserves it. Those other assclowns are all 
in it for the money - all those guys with their airline software 
that sets prices based on disasters, the security systems 
installed in airports that took naked pictures of us, the 
banking, stock market, credit bureau systems used to fleece 
us, the internet titans that save everything you do on your 
computer so they can sell your behaviors to 
advertisers...Those guys are all in it for the money...But 
Arnold, he's obsessed and as his obsession grew so did his 
need for funds and data. He only built his systems to find 
her, but then he discovered that by selling his technology he 
could afford to build better systems and expand his reach 
globally. I bet his new project will be, for him, just a way to 



access more data so he can use it in his search! I've just got 
to remember where I know her from." I said climbing into the 
backseat of a taxi ignoring Oliver telling me to have fun. 

"Hold on!" I said to the cab driver and popped my head 
out the window to call after Oliver. "Hey, Oliver, I almost 
forgot...Shit, I can't yell that out loucl...\Jmm,'' I said fishing 
my room key out of my messenger bag, "my room key isn't 
working, can you ask the front desk to reprogram it while I'm 
gone?" I said waving it out the window as he approached. 

"Sure," he said looking at me suspiciously. 

"Use the word "password" when you're in your meeting. 
Work it into your conversation. It'll make him think of it. I 
hope." I whispered as he leaned in to take the card from my 
hand. "Thanks!" I said loudly and waved goodbye. 


I racked my brain the whole ride to the zoo. I closed my 
eyes and tried to picture the setting I'd seen her in to narrow 
down what damn state I'd been in when I saw her, which 
might help me remember exactly where I'd seen her. I 
chased the wispy memory all around my mind. Just as I'd 
get close to something concrete it would slip away. Ugh! 
This is maddening! I thought as we pulled to the entrance of 
the zoo. 

I pushed thoughts of Penny to the back of my mind and 
focused on the task at hand. By 10 a.m. I was still waiting to 
get into the zoo so I used the Scrying Silver in my necklace 
to see what was going on with the meeting. Oliver, Kurt and 
Lucille were in Kurt's room waiting for Arnold. Whew! 
Annie's running late. 

I decided to grab a seat at the first cafe I could find and 
enjoy a cup of hot cocoa...It was, after all, January in San 
Francisco - no one would find that behavior out of the 
ordinary. I chose a seat in the sun, ostensibly to soak up her 



warmth, but in reality, to make sure no cameras were 
directly above my table - no shade no camera? 

I unclasped my Hexensteine bracelet and moved it to my 
left wrist so I'd be able to hold it still while writing with my 
right hand. I fastened it inside out so the Thought Stone 
was resting on the back of my wrist resting in my lap and 
focused on Oliver to see what was going on. He was talking 
to Arnold, but they were just exchanging pleasantries so 
luckily, I wasn't too late to the party. I pulled the little 
notebook and a pen out of my messenger bag and wrote 
GIFTS in big letters at the top of the page...To the casual 
observer it would appear I was making a list of people to 
shop for at the zoo while I warmed up inside and out. 

I focused on the image of Arnold's face burned into my 
mind and tapped into his thoughts. Arnold got directly to 
business. He explained his "client" - which I knew to be the 
US Government because I was reading his mind - wanted 
him to develop a program that would merge the data 
collected by another "client" - the largest credit bureau in 
the world, because, again, mind reading - with the data 
collected from his existing systems. He didn't explain to the 
three Busy Beavers before him what the result of this 
marriage would be, but you didn't need to be a mind reader, 
or have a Thought Stone, to know they knew exactly what 
he was building - a program into which you could type 
something as simple as a name and be provided within 
seconds with residences, financial institutions, creditors, 
employers, make, model, and plate of cars ridden in, schools 
attended, routes driven, doctors seen, cell phone 
identification numbers, and the identification of anyone 
who'd ever ridden in their car, upon whom the same search 
could then be run...the creepy possibilities were endless. 

As I sat there, I pulled from his mind every detail I could. 
I knew where his server farm was; I knew who the principle 
members of the deals he made were. I knew when, where 
and with whom he was meeting to start integration, and I 
knew where his credit bureau client kept their servers. I 



gleaned who some of his other clients were - he actually sold 
data to private citizens who wanted to use it to snoop on 
their spouses, and foreign governments who he assumed 
were blackmailing members of ours! I wrote and wrote 
everything I could pull from his brain, hoping in the back of 
mine that Oliver wouldn't forget to try to work the word 
"password" into the conversation. 

Suddenly I knew he'd done it because Arnold's mind fired 
a random shot...!995P3nny 

That's the power of suggestion for ya, I thought to myself. 

I wasn't sure if it was his master password, but chances were 
good considering the context of the situation. 

After forty-five minutes sitting at my table, I decided it 
would probably be a good idea to roam around a bit, so I 
threw away my cocoa cup, tucked my notebook and pen into 
my bag, and wandered into the heart of the zoo. 

As I strolled past exhibits I kept my left hand in my 
sweater pocket so I could press the Thought Stone against 
the bottom of my wrist and continue to listen in on Arnold's 
thoughts. They were really into the nitty-gritty of the 
problem solving so there wasn't much going through his 
head that he wasn't sharing with them. Oliver, Lucille, and 
Kurt must have been offering real solutions to his problems, 
because he absorbed it like a sponge, never questioning for 
a moment their sincerity. I caught a few names and 
locations of people associated with the project and jotted 
them down as I walked. I could tell the meeting was coming 
to a close because his brain started to spin down, like a 
salad spinner after you stop pressing the button. I felt him 
dread the pleasantries he felt compelled to discuss before he 
could excuse himself from their presence and get back to his 
room to start drawing up plans for the data merger. I stuck 
with him until he made it back to his room and it was 
obvious the only thing he'd be immersed in for quite a while 
was the new project and the probability it would help him 
find Penny. 



I walked the whole zoo and stopped to shop a little before 
hailing a cab back to the hotel. 

I checked in at the front desk and inquired about my re¬ 
programmed room card, which they had for me...l knew 
Oliver would keep up the charade after I'd made such a 
scene flagging him down that morning. 

I opened the door to our shared room and was surprised 
to find him, Lucille, and Kurt watching a movie projected on 
the drawn curtains.... 

"Real Genius? I love this movie!" I said as I flopped 
lengthwise across my bed next to Lucille. 

As the house filled with popcorn in the final scene I 
realized how hungry I was..."Whose up for a late lunch?" 

Three hands shot into the air and minutes later the four of 
us were walking to a sushi place recommended by the 
concierge. 

We walked in pairs down the sidewalk, Kurt and Lucille 
ahead of Oliver and me. 

"So how did it go today?" Oliver asked quietly. 

"I've got a shit ton of notes for you," I said patting my 
messenger bag where the notebook rested, "and I got a 
password. Don't know what it's to, but considering what you 
all were talking about at the time. I'm guessing it could be 
his master password." 

"My guess is you were right about him combining his 
systems with a credit reporting agency?" he asked 
inquisitively, obviously curious to learn what I'd found out. 

"Seems to be the case. He's working under a US 
government contract, through a company called Amwise, 
Inc. He seems to think it's a CIA owned corporation. He's 
seen indications that it's the White House administration 
and the CIA who want him to merge his surveillance data 
with at least one of the credit bureaus to create a citizen 



search engine that's going to make troll doxing look like look 
like a fricken game of Candy Land. And what's truly 
horrifying, and what the CIA knows nothing about, is his 
intention to sell backdoor access to the system to foreign 
governments and groups. The idiots are paying him to 
create a system he's going to make billions off of from 
outside governments and organizations, which will then be 
able to track the same people who ordered this abomination 
to be created. Any entity with the cash to pay can access 
the data and combine it with their own data, which he of 
course then gets backdoor access to because of a secret 
access road he's built into the portal. The White House, the 
intelligence community, our legislative branch, congress, 
corporations...are all going to be in the same sacrificial 
lottery bag with us lowly citizens. While our government 
targets us, they themselves will be targeted by anyone with 
enough money to buy access. They think they're safe. They 
think they have the authority and justification to monitor 
our movements and thoughts because they are going to do 
it "responsibly", but they don't realize their cars are being 
tracked, their purchases logged, their children's texts are 
read by groups wanting to do them harm. The Karma was 
not lost on Arnold, but he doesn't care. For him it's about 
resources - he wants the money to continue his work and he 
wants a worldwide database he can tunnel into. What do 
you think the turn around on this will be? He seemed to 
think it would take four to six months." 

"That's optimistic, but possible depending on his team." 

"I got the impression he was the team. I think he's on his 
own with this because the government is trying to keep it as 
quiet as possible." 

"He's got to convert A LOT of data. If he's doing it on his 
own, and thinks it will only take a few months, maybe he's 
only focusing on a certain population or span of time. I 
really don't know." 

"Well, either way, I have no intention of letting this 
project get finished, but it does give us a window for how 



much time we have to work with if we want to shut it down 
before it goes live." 

"Which brings me to something I've been 
wondering...What are we going to tell the Beavers about 
how you came to be in possession of this information?" 

"As little as possible?" I asked with a shrug as we walked 
into the restaurant behind Kurt and Lucille. 

That night at the party I pulled more passwords and 
server farm addresses and personnel names from the 
hotshots the drunker they got. Arnold never showed up, but 
a quick probe of his mind told me it was because he was 
deep into his planning for the data merger - Project 
Copper...Which only he and I knew was in regards to the 
color of a penny, not having anything to do with law 
enforcement. 

I was up until 1 a.m. transcribing the notes from the zoo 
and the party into my wee word processor while Oliver 
quietly read in the bed next to mine - staying awake in 
solidarity I suspected. 

"Done!" said powering down the Blackberry getting up to 
run cold water over my abused thumbs. "What should I do 
with that?" I asked him, looking at the notebook on the bed. 

"Hang on to it for now. We'll take care of it at Max's," he 
said with a wicked wink. 

"Okay, seriously, who the hell is Max?" 

"You'll see, now go ice those digits," he said looking at my 
thumbs. 

A quiet brunch the next day closed Antikythera. Most of 
the attendees were hung over and chasing aspirin with 
Bloody Mary's trying to gear up for the schlep of airports and 
return flights home that afternoon. 

Arnold strode in near the end, pulling a suitcase behind 
him. He walked over to our table, shook hands with the 
Busy Beavers and left. I read his thoughts as he went 
through the mahogany and glass doors - he was mulling and 
comparing a memory of a computer-generated image of a 



woman and a memory of a young girl - Penny ...And 
suddenly I knew exactly where I knew her from! 

I must have gasped because heads suddenly turned to 
look at me in shock. 

"Oh, sorry, I just realized, I meant to leave a tip for 
housekeeping before we left the room this morning," I said 
sheepishly. 

"Don't worry, I took care of it," said Oliver looking at me 
like he didn't quite believe me. 

As everyone at the table resumed their goodbyes with the 
departing youngsters, Oliver whispered in my ear, "Do I even 
want to know what that was about?" 

"I'll tell you later," I whispered back. 

"Any further thoughts on how we're going to explain the 
information you've gotten here this weekend? Everyone 
knows you barely exchanged two words with Arnold." 

"I'm still working on that," I said as someone approached 
Oliver to say goodbye. And I was...Furiously...How do you 
explain to a bunch of strangers that you basically hacked 
someone's brain with some stones nearly as old as the Big 
Bang? 

The eleven of us were the last in the ballroom. The hotel 
staff were breaking down the brunch buffet tables and 
wondering when we would be leaving so they could close 
the doors and turn on their radio. 

Oliver rose and asked, "Shall we?" 

The other nine Beavers smiled and walked towards their 
bags parked along a wall by the exit. 

I followed everyone out the front door of the hotel, pulling 
my suitcase behind me. 

Three taxis waited outside in the horseshoe, apparently 
for us. 

I followed Oliver and got into the last one with him and 
Kurt. 



I sat in the front with the driver while Oliver and Kurt 
chatted easily in the back about past trips to Berkeley, 
giving me time alone with my thoughts about Penny. 

Penny wasn't even her name. It was the name of her 
father's dog, an Irish Setter with a gorgeous coat the color of 
polished copper sitting in the sun. Her name was Violette, 
Violette Taylor. / wonder if she used the name Penny 
because she was afraid to give her name to strangers? I 
thought. Her father, stepmother, and Penny had lived 
across from us in Pt. Loma. We'd said "Hi' a few times while 
out walking our own dogs, but those were crazy days when 
both Jesse and I were working and when Lexie was starting 
first grade. We knew none of our neighbors by name and 
were hardly ever home. 

The summer after we moved in, Violette had come to visit 
her dad and step-mom. It must have been the summer 
Arnold met her. We waved hello and goodbye to them as 
busy neighbors do, but the girls were so far apart in age we 
just didn't have much in common. It wasn't until the end of 
August when we all finally met, officially, handshakes and 
come-in-and-sit-downs and all that stuff. Colin, Violette's 
dad, knocked on our door one Saturday after we'd just come 
home from the market.... 

"Hi, I'm Colin, Colin Taylor from across the street." 

"Of course, come on in, we're just putting away groceries. 
PIXIE! Hush! Sorry about her, she's protective of the 
house," I said walking towards the kitchen with Colin on my 
heels and Pixie on his. 

"jesse, this is Colin. Colin, my husband Jesse." 

"Pleased to meet you," said Colin extending his hand. 

"Same, can I get you a drink?" said jesse. 

"No, no. I'm fine. I just wanted to ask you about schools. 

I know you have a daughter in elementary school and now it 
seems my daughter will be needing to enroll here. But I 
think she'll be at the middle school. She's eleven. Just 



finished 5th grade back in Georgia. I don't know...." he 
trailed off looking a bit shell shocked. 

"Here, have a seat," I said pulling out a stool from the 
island in the kitchen. "Jesse, pour some iced tea while I put 
the rest of this away. Lexie, will you take Pixie out back and 
throw the ball for her?" I continued, sensing Colin needed to 
talk. 

We sat around the island and it all just tumbled out of 
him. He told us how Violette's mom had passed away in 
Georgia over last weekend, suddenly and shockingly, a car 
accident of some sort. He wasn't entirely sure of the details. 
His former in-laws had contacted him, and all he'd been able 
to focus on was the fact he was now a full-time dad who had 
to tell his daughter her mom was gone. That she'd never 
see her again. His new wife had run off to her parents in 
Texas, unable to accept the fact Violette would be living with 
them permanently, so he felt like his marriage was falling 
apart, but he couldn't focus on that now, because Violette 
was going to need him and then he jumped to the reason for 
coming to us...He needed to enroll her in school and had no 
idea what to do. 

We'd hashed out a plan to help him get his legs under 
him again. First thing first, he needed to tell his daughter 
and take her back to Georgia for her mom's funeral. We said 
we'd take care of Penny and keep an eye on his house. I'd 
pick up an enrollment package for him next time I was by 
the school - they'd be opening the offices in a week or so to 
prepare for the new school year, and while he was in Georgia 
he could get a hold of Violette's immunization records from 
her doctor. We told him her new school was great, and that 
they'd contact her old school to have her records 
transferred. There was nothing to worry about. He needed 
to just focus on Violette - the rest would work itself out. 

We saw them a few days later when they both came by 
with Penny, a dog bed, and a box of her food, cookies, and 
toys. They were on their way to the airport for the funeral. 



Penny and Pixie were fast friends, immediately chasing each 
other around the backyard at full speed while Lexie laughed 
hysterically. Violette hardly looked at anyone. She was 
obviously upset and sad and lonely and confused - she'd 
come to visit her father for a few weeks and now was going 
home to bury her mother. My heart had broken for her a bit. 

I pulled a small tie-dyed backpack out of the closet by the 
front door as they walked out. I'd bought it a few days 
before and stuffed it with candy and gum and little 
individually wrapped activity gifts like my grandmother had 
done for me years before. 

"Violette," I called after her as she walked down the 
walkway towards the driveway. "I have something for you, 
for the plane ride. Promise you won't open it until you're in 
your seat, okay?" I smiled. 

She looked up at me and smiled a little, but it looked like 
it hurt her soul to do it. Colin gave me a quizzical look and I 
just said, "It's a girl thing." 

They'd returned the following week, enrolled Violette in 
school, and boom - we were all off running in our separate 
directions. Colin hired a live-in au pair to help with Violette 
and Penny because his job, as an FBI agent it turned out, 
made him keep crazy hours. We saw very little of them, 
Violette was at the middle school, while Lexie was still in 
elementary school - we lived in different worlds. A year later 
we moved, and that was it. I hadn't seen or thought of them 
until I started poking around Arnold's brain. 

I savored the taste of knowing I held the key to Arnold's 
deepest desire. I wasn't sure what I'd do with the 
information yet. That will depend on Arnold, I thought to 
myself as we stopped at the bottom of a driveway. 

Oliver and Kurt hopped out like kids who'd just arrived at 
their favorite summer camp. I followed their lead up the 
steep driveway wheeling my suitcase behind me. 



We crested the hill and in front of us towered a well-cared 
for Victorian home painted like a rainbow had exploded 
above it, nestled in an English garden. The main body was 
that bright sky blue you see on a summer day in California; 
the roof was warm lemon yellow. The windows were trimmed 
in sherbety versions of orange, lilac, and raspberry. The front 
door was white, but glowed like an other-worldly portal due 
to reflecting all the colors around it. I followed the group 
around the side of the home and through a gate into a 
backyard bathed in the warm golds of the afternoon winter 
sun. As we walked towards the enormous wooden table on 
the patio, someone exited the house through French doors 
on our left. I couldn't so much as make out the gender of 
the person as I was standing at the back of our little party 
who were all anxious to bid our host a rowdy hello, so I 
waited to be introduced. 

She, it was a woman as it turned out, walked towards me 
with Oliver on her left. Her face was hidden by the shadows 
of an enormous straw hat and Oliver's sundial-like frame. I 
rested my suitcase on its end to free up my right hand and 
looked into her face towering six inches above mine. 

"Huhhh", I gasped sucking in a couple lungfuls of air in a 
single quick breath. 

"Not to worry. Dear, it's nothing but a birthmark," she 
said extending her hand. 

"No, no, it's not that," I said looking at Oliver wondering 
why the hell he hadn't told me. 

He looked at me confused and a little angry that I'd just 
insulted his friend by gasping at her birthmark, but then I 
saw it slowly dawn on him... 

"I'm so sorry," I said. "I didn't mean to insult you, it's just, 
it's just, I think we may be, umm, cousins." I continued as I 
impulsively reached for the Thought Stone to test my 
hypothesis. I touched the stone with my right hand and 
stared into her amber eyes, silently explaining The Orb and 
Aza's bloodline. 



She stood there staring down at me in silence, eyes 
unblinking, as the world swirled around us, until I broke the 
spell by removing my hand from my wrist. 

Without missing a beat, she said, "Well, Cousin, it seems 
we have more in common than Oliver originally told me," 
and took my hand leading me, alone, into her kitchen. 

Oliver joined his friends and left Max and I to talk. 

She gestured to a pair of bar stools next to the dove grey 
polished poured-cement island in her kitchen as removed 
her floppy straw hat causing a cascade of silver hair to 
unfurl from the bun she'd wound and tucked into the hat. 
She took my left hand and examined my Hexensteine 
bracelet she'd astutely noticed I'd grasped during our 
introduction. 

“It's this one," I said twisting the bracelet until the green 
malachite rested atop my wrist. 

She touched the stone with her finger tips and I could 
feel it faintly vibrate like a tiny tuning fork struck against a 
rock. 

“I have no idea how it works," I said aloud reaching to 
touch the stone myself. / believe it's something to do with 
stimulating otherwise dormant parts of our brains, I 
continued silently. 

“The other stones? They're part of The Orb too?" she 
asked. 

“Yes, each one allows a different form of, well, cellular 
communication?" I said thinking I'd need to explain what 
each stone did at some point and wondering if that was a 
good idea seeing has how I'd never shared the full scope of 
their abilities with anyone else. 

“That is an interesting way of explaining The Stones; and 
yes, you should tell Maxine of that which you control," said a 
voice from the arched doorway leading from the kitchen into 
a room beyond. 

Max turned towards the voice, startled to find we weren't 
alone. Before she could turn back to ask me what was 



happening, Aza had appeared next to us, moving, between 
blinks, from the doorway to standing beside us. She began 
stroking the birthmark on Max's cheek with the tips of her 
blue-green mottled fingers. They locked eyes and seemed 
to be having a conversation to which I was not privy. I 
watched as Max's birthmark, under Aza's fingertips, 
shimmered and rippled through the colors in the purple 
spectrum, and then suddenly we were alone again. 

Max touched her cheek with her left hand. "She asked 
me if I wanted it removed. She said, and I quote, "it would 
not alter my kinship with her or my ability to use The Orb 
pieces", but that she could remove her mark if it caused me 
pain." 

"I'm guessing you said "No"?" 

"It's part of me," she shrugged. "It would be like 
removing an arm or a leg at this point. Had she asked me as 
a child though, I do think I might have taken her up on it," 
she said with a hint of pain in her eyes. "Does she do that 
often? Just appear out of nowhere?" 

"Not often. She likes to meet her children, but she 
doesn't interfere. I guess I should have warned you this 
might happen, but everything happened so fast. For what 
it's worth, sometimes I feel like she's with me, watching or 
listening...It used to unnerve me, but now it kind of comforts 
me. I'm not sure if it's a trick of the mind or a faint 
connection to her, but I've grown used to it. You'll have to 
tell me if you experience the same thing." 

With both of us touching the malachite, the rest of our 
conversation took only seconds. Max was able to absorb the 
specifics of The Orb pieces I knew of, my family, and why I 
was in the Bay Area, while at the same time, I was absorbing 
everything about her, or at least what she wanted me to 
know.... 

She'd been born Maxine Hunte seventy-five years ago, 
with an enormous claret-colored birthmark covering the 
entire left side of her face, a mark which had set the tone for 



her entire life. Teased and shunned by most everyone she 
met as a child, she'd decided to live as loud as possible to 
make people see her. She didn't know exactly when she 
made the decision, but over time her flamboyance had 
become her calling card. 

Her parents encouraged her to do whatever fascinated 
her, and luckily, they had the wherewithal to support her. 
She'd gone to MIT with purple hair and striped tights under 
paisley dresses. She'd traveled to Europe and Russia and 
China and Japan and lived amongst their citizens - sharing 
and absorbing knowledge. She was drawn to computers at 
first because there was no judgment from them, but later 
because she knew they would be where and how our history 
would be written. 

She'd seen the birth of the computer age, and now she 
wanted to see its death. Powerful tools that could be used to 
advance the human race to its next level were being used 
by corporations, religions, schools and governments to 
control, terrorize, and murder, and she wasn't having it. 

Every year, she, and the group of Busy Beavers on her 
patio met to further their plans to take rein in technology 
and control the damage being done by greed; a goal which 
every year it seemed to be getting further and further from 
their grasp because while their intelligence was vast, their 
knowledge was limited - "It's impossible to destroy 
something you cannot find", she said aloud, removing her 
fingers from the Thought Stone and breaking the silence of 
our conversation, but not before she dropped one last 
though in my head. She informed me that the Beavers were 
a part of another, much larger, “group" - The Wick Burners 
they called themselves as a nod to their work usually 
accomplished during the night hours, and in homage the 
Charcoal Burners or Carbonari, a "secret society" that 
believed in constitutional government and had led 
successful revolutions in Italy and Greece, and inspired the 
Decembrist rising in Russia, in the early 19th Century. All 



Beavers are Burners, but not all Burners are Beavers, she 
said without speaking. The Burners are a network of friends 
and families who work In every trade. In every corner of the 
world. We share Information, we support each other, and 
occasionally we do naughty things, but we never take credit, 
we never talk about our work In public spaces or over the 
Internet, and we never leak to the press. Even with all the 
Burners, we still don't have the knowledge to responsibly 
bring down the system In a way that will destroy the 
abusers but not the systems that help with disaster 
management, communications, and the like. 

"Well, I think I can help with the knowledge bit," I 
responded aloud while still processing the information about 
The Wick Burners. As she pulled from the oven and 
arranged a batch of vegetarian taquitos on a platter, I used 
the Stone to tell her everything I'd learned over the 
weekend 

Having been in her head already, I knew I could trust her 
with everything. And I mean everything. Within moments 
she knew my plans for Carnyx and everything I'd come to 
share about Arnold and the rest of the Antikythera 
Conference attendees. 

"Are you sure you want to do that?" she asked me 
pushing aside the information about Arnold for the moment 
and focusing on Carnyx. "Do you understand the 
ramifications?" she continued as she walked towards the 
French doors. 

"I understand the ramifications if I don't at least try," was 
all I said as I followed her outside with a bowl of guacamole. 

After a lively dinner on Max's patio, lit by dozens of pillar 
candles, warmed by chimeneas, and fueled by spicy food 
and comfortable conversation of days gone by, we retired 
inside. 

One more guest had joined us for dinner but I hadn't 
been introduced. I whispered to Oliver as we passed 



through the French doors into the kitchen, "Is that...?" 

"Yes. He doesn't attend Antikythera because it just draws 
too much press, but he's a member of The Wick Burners. He 
and Max go back to Homebrew days." 

"Homebrew?" 

"Computer club from the '70s," he said as if that 
explained everything. 

We passed through an archway on the far side of the 
kitchen into a long room. To the left was a dining room 
containing a large cherry table, mismatched upholstered 
chairs, and an enormous, I mean HUGE, like the size of a Mk 
II Challenger standing on its taillights, carved mahogany 
breakfront filled with stacks of china, piles of crystal, and a 
hoard of silver. To the right was a vast living room filled with 
a couple mismatched sofas, a half-dozen overstuffed chairs, 
a round card table, a few end tables, a coffee table, an 
enormous stone fireplace, and a jukebox crammed with a 
rainbow of 45s. Max approached the jukebox and pressed a 
couple buttons. A metal arm selected a shiny black platter 
and Strawberry Lover by Mazarati put into motion a dance. I 
stood near the dining room table and watched the members 
of the little party as they performed their parts, 
choreographed and scripted through years of practice. A fire 
was lit; wine was poured and handed to people sitting on 
chairs and sofas. Board games were pulled from shelves 
built into the stone wall embracing the fire place. The heavy 
brocade drapes were drawn closed as some people began to 
set up Clue on the card table. The Scene set, the next Act 
began. A reel-to-reel tape player was pulled from a cedar 
chest in the dining room and set up on the coffee table. 
Oliver pressed play, and everyone fell silent allowing the 
muffled conversation sprinkled with sudden laughter and 
cheers playing from speakers near the floor of the room to 
take over. From the same chest, flashlights were removed, 
one passed to each person. Lastly, Kurt pulled at the left 
side of the breakfront beside the dining table and easily 



opened it like a door on side-mounted hinges. Hidden 
wheels, I wondered to myself? 

Behind, and partially beneath it, was a dark gaping hole 
in the floor. Max motioned for me to come over and stand 
beside her next to the hole. I flicked on my flashlight and 
followed her down the flight of spiral stone stairs at our feet 
and into a room I can only assume was completely shielded 
from ar?y outside intrusion. We stood in the dull yellow glow 
of our flashlights, in the otherwise pitch-black room until 
Oliver, the last one down the stairs, had pulled the 
breakfront closed behind him. 

Once the entrance was sealed, Lu flipped a switch on the 
wall turning on a web of twinkle lights above our heads, 
which caused the ceiling to light up with what looked like a 
thousand trapped fireflies frozen in time. She flipped 
another switch, which turned on a couple sconces on each 
wall. Max meanwhile had opened a safe behind a faux stone 
panel in the otherwise very real stone wall and was passing 
out notebooks and pens. 

The thirteen of us took seats at the enormous, varnished, 
round, redwood tree-trunk slab table in the center of the 
room. I looked up at the spiral staircase and back down at 
the table that must have been ten feet in diameter, and 
heard Max laugh. She'd caught me trying to figure out how 
this table got down here. 

"I built the house around this table. The original owners 
of this land cut down this tree to make it more appealing to 
buyers - thought they were clearing it for someone to build a 
bigger house, but they left the stump sitting about four feet 
above the ground. I had this slab cut off the top of the 
stump and these chairs made from the remainder, then 
when they dug out the roots to lay pipes and the foundation 
I told them to just keep digging and build me a stone 
basement - made up some crap about a wine cellar. They 
built this room, I placed this table in it, and the house was 
built above it. I had this place built when I was in my 
twenties. I made sure to hire people who were decades older 



than me, and now everyone who worked on this house is 
dead from old age and the blue prints, well, they 
mysteriously got destroyed," she said with a wink...."No one 
knows this room exists except for the thirteen of us. We've 
planned some good capers down here, haven't we, kids?" 
she asked looking around the table. 

I had the sudden itch to touch the Thought Stone and see 
what images I could pull from everyone's minds, but I 
resisted because these were my compatriots now, maybe 
even my friends, and their secrets were their own. If, when, 
they wanted me to know, they'd tell me. Someday. 

Max's eyes rested on me and she said, "I think our new 
guest has something she'd like to tell us." 

Twelve pairs of eyes slid to meet mine. I knew, without 
even using the Thought Stone, that they were all dying to 
know how some friend of Oliver's had rated a trip to Max's 
root cellar, but had too much respect for Max to have asked. 

I looked at Oliver who nodded ever so slightly, "I can't 
fully explain how I came by this information," I said pulling 
the Blackberry out of my messenger bag, "but on this micro 
card," I continued while removing the phone's back panel, 
battery, and fingernail sized memory card, "I have 
passwords and locations for the software and data storage 
systems for everyone who was at Antikythera this weekend. 
Also, I have names and some contact info for additional 
personnel associated with the companies." I summed up as I 
reached across the table to put the chip in Max's open hand. 

Lucille got up from her seat and pulled down a white 
movie screen from the ceiling just above the wall at the 
opposite end of the room from the staircase. Kurt removed a 
projector from an enormous wooden, dome-lidded trunk in 
the corner behind the stairs and set it on the table. Max 
handed him the microSD card and within moments my typed 
notes were displayed on the white screen halfway across the 
room. 

The room was silent as everyone copied the data into the 
notebooks pulled earlier from the wall safe. I glanced 



around the table and realized everyone had their own code 
or shorthand - each page of each person's notebook was 
filling with gibberish. There were audible gasps as people 
read my very detailed notes on Arnold. 

"Are you serious with this, Laura?" asked Lu. 

"Afraid so," I replied. "For him it's all about finding 
Violette, but we're all caught in the net he's dragging," I 
said, glad I'd taken the time to update my notes during 
dinner, after I'd realized who Penny/Violette was during the 
cab ride to Max's. 

Kurt mumbled something under his breath in German and 
I found myself wishing I'd had my hand on the language 
stone when he'd said it so I could be on the inside like a few 
of the other Wick Burners who spoke German seemed to be. 

I imagined the variations on comments he could have made 
as I sat and quietly watched the twelve Wick Burners as they 
copied what they needed from my notes, answering 
questions here and there as clarification was required. 

When it was obvious they were done, Kurt pulled the 
micro card from the projector, handed it to me, closed my 
fingers over it, and held my hand. "I do not know how you 
came by this. I hope it did not cost you anything," he said 
clearly worried I'd done something untoward and foul to 
acquire it. 

I pulled my closed hand, still wrapped in his towards my 
left wrist, touched the Thought Stone with the back of my 
closed hand, and saw he was thinking of his daughter, 
"Never fear Kurt, the bastard will never get near Heidi," I 
whispered to him. 

He dropped my hand and turned a milky grey color. "How 
do you know her name?" he growled. 

"The same way I found out everything on this chip," I said 
opening my hand and looking at the tiny bit of plastic, 
silicon, and metal in the palm of my hand...."We all have our 
special abilities, do we not? Let's work together to keep our 
daughters safe. Maybe someday we'll get our girls together 



and rii tell you a story about the roots of my family tree," I 
said, shifting my gaze to the table top behind him. 

Kurt relaxed and the color returned to his cheeks. He 
knew I wasn't a threat to his family and I knew he wouldn't 
let anyone else get too nosey about how I'd gotten my 
information. 

It was time for me to go. The Wick Burners had a lot of 
work to do and I was still a stranger and a distraction, plus I 
needed to meet George for my ride home. 

I set the notebook I'd been using all weekend and the 
memory card on the table in front of Oliver - I didn't need 
either anymore and he would know how to destroy them 
properly. 

Oliver offered to drive me back to Luka in San Francisco 
using one of Max's cars, but Max insisted on making the trip 
herself, leaving the rest of the Wick Burners to analyze the 
information I'd given them and develop a plan of attack. 

Oliver pulled a small, antique, silver compact - one we'd 
seen in the window of a jewelry store that specialized in 
estate pieces on our way to dinner the first night in town - 
from his pocket and placed the cold disc in my left hand. 
"Supplies," was all he said and shooed me off to follow Max 
who was holding open a door in the wall where the projector 
had so recently been sharing my notes. A dim passageway 
led to a four-car garage.... 

You haven't lived until you follow a seventy-five-year-old 
woman through a secret tunnel from her underground lair 
into her garage and she motions for you to hop into a glitter- 
flaked cherry red, Subaru WRX-STI hatchback! 

/ can only hope I'nn living that loud when I'nn seventy- 
five... Who am I kidding, of course I will be...lf I make it that 
far! I thought to myself as I slid into the passenger seat of 
the Subie and made out the shapes of two other cars, 
hunkering shadows in the glow of sunken floor lights. "Is 
that a 930?" I asked as my brain wrapped around the shape 



of the exaggerated rear fenders and whale tail to my left, 
“....and a first gen 4-Runner?" 

"Yes Ma'am...That's Jill," she said pointing at the 930 from 
the driver's side of the cherry bomb we were sitting in. 
"That's Kelly," she said pointing at the Runner on the far 
side, "and this, this is Sabrina," she grinned, firing up the 
Subie with a roar. 

"That make you Charlie?" I asked buckling my seat belt. 

"Well, I sure as hell ain't Bosley," she said with a wink and 
reversed us into the night, headlights off. 

As we flew across the bridge and through the streets of 
San Francisco, Max suddenly asked, "Why doesn't our blue 
friend help you with your plan? It seems, from what you've 
said of her, that she would be able to fix it all in one fell 
swoop." 

"She won't interfere in matters amongst us. She saw 
what her brothers did, and she won't meddle. It's all on us," 

I said with a shrug. 

"Right then, this is you, yes?" she said pulling abruptly to 
the curb. 

"Thanks, Max...for everything," I said not knowing exactly 
what I was thanking her for at this point. 

She looked at my bracelet as if to say, "Let's talk off the 
grid." Don't thank me yet. This is going to get ugiy before it 
gets better. Once we start poking the beasts they are iikeiy 
to rise up and do something they don't iike doing - working 
together. It'ii be open hunting on everyone in my worid as 
soon as we start taking them down, we're aii going to need 
to watch each other's backs. We won't be abie to just 
disappear without exposing ourseives. There is evidence in 
emptiness. We'ii have to stay in the open to protect our 
identities. 

Hopefuiiy the damage you do wiii protect you somewhat. 
They a be biind without their databases, assuming you can 
get them aii. 

True, but biind dogs can bite just as hard. 



"No problem," she said aloud. "It was lovely meeting you. 
Enjoy the rest of your holiday," she continued through her 
open passenger side window as I closed the door. 

I heard her roar up the hill around the corner as I climbed 
the stairs to Luka's parking spot. 

I pulled into the parking lot in San Mateo with fifteen 
minutes to spare, but George was already there. 

We loaded Luka and headed south after giving Chili a 
quick walkabout. 

With Chili riding on my lap, conversation was light and 
easy. She told me about the cookout with her friends, and I 
told her about the bizarre-o techbro party I'd been to with 
Oliver - leaving out Oliver's name of course. 

Thinking of Oliver, I suddenly remembered the compact 
he'd given me just before I left with Max. George was on the 
radio with other truckers further south checking on traffic 
and open weigh stations, so I took the opportunity to figure 
out what "supplies" Oliver had been talking about. I 
plopped Chili on the bed behind me and fished the silver 
saucer out of my messenger bag where I'd hurriedly slid it 
earlier. The large engraved cursive "L" on the top was 
slightly tarnished deep in its grooves giving it a bronze like 
cast against the polished sterling of the lid. I pressed the 
button catch and the lid popped open revealing an empty 
space where a pressed powder cake and puff would have 
rested. What on Earth? There's nothing in here. But then it 
occurred to me that the slightly rounded bottom of the 
compact was actually deeper than the empty powder tray 
seemed to be, so I gently prized out the tray with a 
fingernail. I grinned in the green glow of Poyson IV's green 
running lights, for underneath the tray I found multiple SIM 
cards and a microSD card. 

In the dark early hours of Monday morning, I replaced 
Luka's license plates in the rest area where George had 
picked me up, and headed home. 



Damn, / got lucky Arnold didn't care who / was! I thought 
to myself as I drove the empty streets of Pullaay feeling 
more or less safe and secure. 

Driving at night, parking away from the hotel, having 
George haul me, and changing up Luka's plates would have 
more or less kept me out of the databases culled for 
patterns, but considering the scope of Arnold's existing 
projects, if I'd lit up his antenna I'd be a little more terrified 
about him flagging my every movement. Luckily, I knew I'd 
barely registered on his radar, so great was his obsession 
with his new project and the possibilities of it helping him in 
his quest. I probably hadn't needed to have George haul 
me, but better safe than sorry and it served as a test run 
proving she was up to the task if I ever needed her services 
for real. 

I pulled into the garage behind the bungalow I'd been 
renting, grabbed my bags, locked up Luka, went inside, and 
fell asleep across my bed, comforted by the fact that no one 
in the world knew where I was at that very moment. 



Chapter XXII 


January 20^^, 2015 
Pullaay, CA 

I'd taken Monday and Tuesday off, but it was time to get 
back to work. I'd heard from Oliver that he'd made it home 
safe and sound and that work was beginning on their 
project. He didn't bother to elaborate because he knew I 
wouldn't understand any of it, but I knew from sharing 
thoughts with Max that it involved a coordinated attack on 
the server farms where all the data was stored...What I didn't 
know was that they'd be needing me again before the job 
was done. 

My new focus was on Cunningham-Tyllson. The fact they 
were forcing farmers to continue to buy a full supply of 
seeds for every planting season was bad enough, but their 
herbicide immune seeds, containing DNA spliced from 
viruses, immune to poisons, hadn't had the time in existence 
to be confirmed safe, yet they were everywhere and we were 
being fed assurances from scientists and our government 
that they were safe. Right, because neither of those groups 
had ever iied to us. And to add insult to injury, 
Cunningham-Tyllson helped fund the Manufactured Foods 
Group, a food manufacturer lobby which argued against 
labeling foods containing ingredients modified to withstand 
increasingly toxic chemicals, the production of which, in 
turn, were producing superweeds capable of withstanding 
the herbicides which led to even stronger herbicides on our 
food, and in our water and soil - none of which can possibly 
be healthy to the ecosystem! 

Their headquarters was located in Nebraska and there 
was no way I was flying! Flying is a joke! It's the only 
industry, besides maybe the sex industry, where you pay to 



be abused - by the airport, the airline, and the government. 
No thanks! 

This time I decided I'd hop a train with Luka, so I called 
up Barb to see what she could arrange for me. 

Barb worked for SomersetHudson, which owned the 
majority of the freight shipping trains in the US....I knew 
she'd be able to get me a ride. It wouldn't be a fun one, but 
it would be off the grid. 

Three days later Luka and I arrived in Bakersfield. To 
anyone reading my emails and texts or listening to my 
phone calls, I was heading up to the general mountain area 
to check on some possible recipients of funds from Alex's 
Benevolent Society. In reality. Barb had arranged it so that 
there was a shipping order to load and transport my car, all I 
had to do was leave the paperwork on the dashboard of the 
car, wait 'til she was loaded and sneak on - easier said than 
done, but not impossible with a little distraction. 

I pulled up wearing greasy blue coveralls, no makeup and 
my hair stuffed into a baseball cap and asked the gate guard 
where to go. He pointed me to my right and gave some 
cursory directions, the gist of which being; "you'll know it 
when you see it." 

I drove along the side of the train of rail cars loaded with 
shipping containers until I got to what must have been "it"; 
a section of the yard where forklifts and men worked an 
industrial ballet - lifting, synchronizing, spinning, items 
needing to be loaded and unloaded. I parked next to a 
couple other cars I assumed were being transported and 
approached one of the yard workers with my paperwork. 

"Hey," I yelled over the racket. "I've got a car for 
transport, I said waiving the paperwork. "Should I just leave 
her there?" I asked, pointing to the cars behind me. 

"Yeah! That's fine. Leave the keys in the driver's seat 
and the paperwork on the dash. We'll be loading the auto 
transport car next." 



"K! Thanks," I said and turned heel back to Luka. 

I set the car up as instructed and walked back to the gate 
with my phone to my ear like I was talking to someone 
coming to pick me up. 

"Hey," I said to the gate attendant. "My friend is running 
a little late. Do you mind if I use the restroom?" 

"Sure. That's fine," he said not even looking up from his 
car stereo catalog, pointing me towards the low-slung, mud 
colored administrative building the opposite direction from 
where I'd turned to drive in Luka. 

I entered the building and went straight to the restroom - 
the last chance at a real toilet for probably 24 hours and 
wasted as much time as I could. When I left the building, I 
glanced around. No one was paying any attention to me 
and they still hadn't gotten to loading Luka yet, so I sat on 
the wooden steps outside the office and pretended to play 
on my now turned off cell phone waiting for my ride. 

About twenty minutes later I saw Luka start to pull away 
from her spot and head towards a ramp resting at the back 
end of an enclosed rail car midway through the train. While 
I'd been waiting they'd separated the cars right about the 
midpoint of the train to get to this particular car - now I 
understood why. They loaded Luka first so she was probably 
going to be parked at the front of the car. When I saw them 
load in the second car, I knew it was time to make my move 
or risk getting locked out. 

Using the Trinity Ring I focused on a stack of huge precast 
cement pipes sitting along the tree line. I shoved one out 
from the center row of the three by three stack and watched 
as they all tumbled down like a Jenga game. Everyone from 
the yard went running in the direction of the noise and I 
scooted behind the train cars and ran along the track using 
the train as a shield to stay out of sight. 



I ran up the ramp, hopped into Luka, covered myself in 
her backseat, and waited. 

Unable to do much of anything with the pipes, and 
detecting nothing criminal involved in their sudden 
movement, work resumed on getting the train loaded and 
out on schedule. 

Within an hour I felt my car - well both cars actually, Luka 
straining at her restraints tied to the floor of the train car I 
was in, as the engine struggled to get so much weight 
moving from a dead stop - lurch back and forward as we got 
underway. 

I climbed out from under the blanket I'd been hiding 
under and set up my little home for the next rotation of the 
Earth. 

Food, water, suitcase, sleeping bag, flashlights, book, 
notebook, pens, trash bags, bathroom bags - don't ask - had 
all been packed in Luka's trunk and were accessible from 
inside the car by folding down one of her backseats. I'd left 
my personal phone on at home in Pullaay and had brought 
the phone Oliver had given me in San Francisco loaded with 
a new SIM chip, but I wasn't going to turn it on unless 
absolutely necessary, so I picked up my notebook and a 
green pen to plot out my visit to Cunningham-Tyllson. 

I, and the entire internet, had heard rumors that their 
claims of DNA modified food, designed to survive toxic weed 
killing compounds, was safe, was, in fact, not entirely true, 
but no one had ever been able to find documents containing 
proof. My goal was to find them if they existed. And to do 
that meant getting to one man, the Chief Scientific Officer, 
and ransacking his brain. 

His name was Douglas Jessop; that much I'd gotten from 
the company's web site. I knew he was English by birth, and 
that he would definitely be in town because the company 
was preparing to have their quarterly financial 



communication - and no one on the executive team is ever 
on vacation during those. 

All I had to do was figure out who he was - see him or an 
image of him - so I could access his thoughts, and come up 
with a way to get him to think of the study report - if it 
existed. Which kind of begged the question - if it did exist, 
and it was positive, why not share it? And if it didn't exist, 
why was it whispered about as if it did? Things like rumors 
always seem to be based on at least a corner stone of truth. 
And whiie we're on questions, I thought to myself, why 
didn't they pubiish whatever reports they DO have rather 
than just ask us to reiy on what they and the FDA say is 
true? "Oh, right, because we're too stupid to understand the 
data without them parsing it out and massaging for us!" I 
said disgustedly to no one. 

So how was I going to do this I wondered for the next 
twenty hours? 

We arrived at the yard in Nebraska around 7 p.m. local 
time. The screech of brakes made my teeth hurt as we came 
to a full stop. I had no idea how the unloading process 
would work, but I'd poked around the other cars in the train 
car with me, mostly out of boredom along the way, and 
found they were both being off-loaded here too so I was less 
worried about Luka being forgotten, which would be just my 
luck! 

I packed up all my activities and quadruple bagged my 
trash - leaving anything behind would have been a dead 
giveaway, so as much as it grossed me out, I retrieved the 
potty bags filled with desiccant hydrated by waste I'd left in 
the farthest corner from Luka, dropped them in my nasty 
black Santa bag, and stored the bag in the trunk. 

I'd already removed her plates and was waiting to change 
them to old Nebraska plates - a total stroke of luck that the 
pile of plates I'd bought on the east coast had contained a 
matching pair from Nebraska - once I got out of the yard just 
in case there were cameras! Now all I could do was wait. 



Luckily it was nearly dark when we pulled in, so I knew that 
by the time they got to unloading the cars it would be pitch 
black. All I'd have to do is keep covered in the back seat 
and then figure out how to get off the yard once they 
offloaded me. 

A little after 8:30 p.m. I heard voices right outside my 
container. I followed them to the back of the train car, 
where a Mustang had been loaded and listened as it 
sounded like they uncoupled the car from the one behind 
us. I heard someone shout, "Ham! Are the keys in the cars 
or in the engine?" and I knew it was time. I scooted back to 
Luka and pulled the black blanket over myself in the back 
seat - there wasn't enough room to hide under the hatch 
cover in the trunk since my suitcase, gear, and trash was 
back there. 

I heard the train car doors open and a ramp being 
dragged over by grunting men. I heard the first car fire up - 
a modern Mustang has a very distinct sound, kind of like an 
enormous outboard motor. Then the second car - a Jeep 
turned over. They're doing this quick, I thought to myself. 

Someone opened Luka's driver side door and I felt the car 
settle to the left as someone sat in the driver's seat. 

"Hello old girl," he said. I stopped breathing and my heart 
nearly exploded. I thought he was talking to ME! "Well, 
aren't you a pretty thing," he continued as he started her 
engine. "Oooo, well now, what have you got under your 
hood?" he said as he feathered her accelerator and listened 
to the burble of her exhaust. 

Remembering I was holding my breath, I started to let it 
out slowly and as evenly as possible. Hey-zeus guacamoie I 
said silently as my body stopped pumping adrenaline. 

He rolled her gently down the ramp and drove her slowly 
over the gravel to a resting spot. When I heard him shut her 
door and the crunch of his footsteps fade, I uncovered one 
eye to take a look around. 



It was dark enough around me that I felt safe sitting up in 
the back seat to peek out Luka's tinted rear windows. 

Under the yellow glow of the light pole near me, I could 
see everyone buzzing around the train. Luka and her two 
travel mates were parked at the edge of the yard, near a 
small grass covered mound, not too far from the exit. 

Train yards are twenty-four hour a day operations, but I 
had to assume that in between train arrivals and departures, 
there'd be a lull in activity - especially since it was about 
four degrees Fahrenheit, so I waited. 

An hour later I saw everyone, for whatever reason, head 
towards what I assumed to be an admin building. Maybe it 
was mandatory break time? Whatever - I wasn't going to 
question it. 

I slid into the driver's seat and waited for the last 
employee to enter the building and shut the door behind 
him. I toggled one of the switches in the little bank just 
above my turn signal lever, disabling the fuse that feeds the 
lamps in the brake lights, turned Luka's engine over and I 
pulled forward into the dark, making a U-turn out of the 
reach of the overhead lights. Sticking to the shadows, I 
wove Luka around the yard and towards the gate. The 
moment of truth... 

I had my copy of the transport order, and the copy the 
engineer had delivered to the yard upon delivery, because 
the guy who'd moved Luka had left it on the dash. I figured 
it must be part of their system. This meant the only other 
copy of the record was in Barb's system - I made a mental 
note to message her later to delete it, and then realized she 
knew the system better than I did and probably already had. 

If there was someone at the gate, I hoped my being in 
possession of the transport docs would be enough to 
convince him I was legit, if not I had the Thought Stone I 
reasoned, but as it turned out; there was no one there. I 
guess it was late enough they knew no one would be coming 



to pick up or drop off shipments, so had gone inside to 
defrost since the tiny gate booth looked like it was made 
from cardboard with plastic wrap for windows. 

I pulled my black fleece hat's floppy brim low over my 
eyes, pulled up the hoodie on my down coat, opened Luka's 
door, and stepped halfway into the guard booth to press the 
gate lift button. 

The red and white striped arm lifted and Luka and I 
disappeared into the dark night of rural Nebraska looking for 
a gas station. 

As I filled her tank, I thought back to the look on Oscar's 
face when I'd asked him and his team to install a switch to 
disable my brake lights...it had been priceless. It had been 
pure. What the fuck lady? but I'd insisted having learned 
decades ago that being able to run dark had its 
advantages...even if the guy who exposed me to it had been 
criminally dangerous while doing it up the 15 at 1 a.m., 
weaving in and out of traffic like he thought he was Bat Man. 

Now that Luka had a full belly there was only one thing 
left to do. I pulled over a mile down the road from the gas 
station and screwed on the old Nebraska plates in the windy, 
frozen cold. Fuck's sake. Jack Frost! Relax for a damn 
minute! I thought to myself in the red glow of my tail lights 
as I knelt down to try to make the screwdriver work in my 
frozen gloved hands while the wind blew into every seam 
and gap in my clothing. The job done, I climbed back in the 
car and sat on my hands to defrost them remembering back 
to the two winters in Minnesota when the frozen air would 
make my tire sensors wig out over the fact the air in my tires 
had compressed below the recommended PSI and I'd have to 
remove the inflator valve caps to add air - not an easy job 
with gloves on! My poor fingers had nearly cracked off, but 
my car at the time had heated seats and in those moments, 
nothing had ever felt so good as sandwiching my hands 
between my thighs and that heated seat. "I'd kill for heated 
seats right now!" I said to myself rocking back and forth to 



create friction between my fingers, thighs, and seat. Finally, 
able to use my finer motor skills, I cranked up the stereo, 
pulled away from the shoulder just as Pat Benatar's Promises 
in the Dar^ started to play, and settled in for the four-hour 
drive from North Platte to Omaha. 

Just outside the western edge of Omaha, along 1-80, I saw 
an exit sign advertising Lodging, Food, and Gas. It was 
about 2:30 in the morning when I pulled into a dark spot 
between two dirty hills of plowed snow in the back lot of a 
Round-A-Bout Suites. I dumped my trash bag from the train 
ride (which luckily hadn't smelled up my car) in the hotel 
dumpster nearby, and set up Luka to get a little sleep. 

I folded down both back seats, stowed my suitcase 
behind the driver's seat, unfurled my sleeping bag so that 
the foot section was down near the tail lights of the driver's 
side, and my head would rest on the folded-down seat 
behind the passenger seat. Sooo fricking giad I put my 
thermais on somewhere outside Coiorado! I thought as I 
pulled out the heating packets from my suitcase and 
counted the layers of clothes I was wearing - heavy 
thermals, double socks and gloves now stuffed with heat 
packets, a sweater, jeans, 600-fill synthetic snow pants and 
coat, and a fleece hat under the coat hood - all courtesy of 
the 18 months we'd lived in Minnesota which I had pulled 
from storage in San Diego before leaving for Bakersfield. 

I settled into my toasty cocoon and slept. 

Hotels like this, in non-holiday destination areas like this, 
cater to three types of guests - inter/intra-state travelers 
trying to get from point A to point B, business travelers, and 
families of college grads. Since it was January I knew the 
third wouldn't be a factor, and that the former two are 
always up and at 'em well before 8 a.m. I waited until the 
parking lot started to empty out, transformed the interior of 
my car from bedroom back to its normal layout, and climbed 



into the front seat. After checking to make sure no one was 
around and that I'd not managed to park right under a 
security camera, I emerged from the driver's seat like any 
normal guest. I walked to the back of my car, pulled out my 
suitcase, and strolled into the lobby like I belonged there. I 
took the elevator up to the randomly chosen 6th floor and 
rolled to the end of hall where housekeeping had let 
themselves into "my" room. Check out time is always noon - 
and these places all leave final bills under your door 
overnight and never know when exactly you've cleared out 
unless you turn in the keys and even then, they aren't sure 
you're gone until they enter it in the system after 
housecleaning turns in their room checklist. I rolled up to 
the first open door I found and politely said to the 
housekeeper within that we'd not checked out yet and asked 
if could she come back later? A flurry of apologies and my 
taking the blame for not putting out the do not disturb sign 
and she was gone. I quickly took a shower, dressed in my 
lavender skirt-suit (with a couple beach towels wrapped 
around my hips and waist under my tights to give me a the 
figure of a plump, delicious, peach to match my soon to be 
affected accent), put on a lovely face of makeup (lots of blue 
eyeshadow, blush, and some contouring along my nose to 
make it look beaklike, and heavy eyebrow shading), large 
white plastic rimmed glasses, and a pair of white faux 
leather ankle boots...A glorious thrift store find that made 
me want to sing the lyrics to Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go. 
I left a five on the dresser for housekeeping - noticing that 
the former guests had totally stiffed her - and strolled out to 
Luka. 

Absolutely no one was paying attention to me as I loaded 
my suitcase. 

I arrived at the corporate headquarters of Cunningham- 
Tyllson and drove up to the visitor parking lot to see if I 
could get into the employee lot without a gate card or some 
sort of pass. It didn't look like they had any security 



measures in place, so I drove to the employee lot. It would 
mean a longer walk through the frigid morning, but Luka 
would be well hidden from the many eyes of the six-story, 
window filled building before me. 

I had two options...Go in through the main lobby try to 
bluff my way into the heart of the building, or go in though a 
side door and try to find Jessop on my own without anyone 
asking any questions. I'd tried finding an image of him 
online, but the guy was either very savvy or completely 
internet illiterate - because there was nothing out there. No 
photo on his Con-neqt account, no photo on any of the press 
releases mentioning him, nothing on the websites of any of 
his alma maters. I had one thing to go on - English accent. 
Well, that and the fact that since he was an executive, his 
office was most likely on the top floor and would have a 
name plate outside or on the door. 

I stood outside a side door pretending to smoke a 
cigarette from the pack I'd brought from San Diego - props 
always make blending in easier, and waited for someone to 
open the door so I could slide into the building. Luckily, it 
didn't take too long. Having lived in California so long, it had 
been a total shock to live in Minnesota, Connecticut, and 
New York and deal with all the smokers - it's like they either 
didn't get the memo that cigarettes are nasty, vile cancer 
sticks or just don't give a fig. Either way, Nebraska was of 
the same mind. Ten seconds after "lighting up", five people 
pushed out the door embedded in the wall I was I leaning 
against. The little cement pad was now overcrowded with 
people, so I made like I was ready to head in, tossed the 
cigarette on the ground with the dozens of other butts and 
stomped it out so someone could have my place and not 
have to stand in the calf deep snow covering the lawn, and 
grabbed the door before is closed. 

I found myself in a carpeted hallway painted institutional 
grey, lined with doors painted dark blue. I started to walk 



forward, the only route available to me, as if I belonged 
there. Beside each door was a plaque - breakroom, copy 
room, men's room, women's room, etc. It stood to reason 
that Jessop's office would be on the top floor. I was looking 
for the stairwell so I didn't have to go to the populated front 
lobby and take the elevator. 

Dammit! I thought to myself as I reached the end of the 
hall and was dumped into a whack-a-mole game. Heads 
popped up and down as people moved around the cubical 
farm before me. I knew I'd have to cross it to get to the 
hallway on the other side where, surely, the stairs must be - 
because if they were in the front lobby I was going to smack 
someone! I really didn't want a record of my visit on any 
camera, and I was positive there would be surveillance 
cameras in the lobby. 

In my costume I drew zero attention, so I just put my 
head down over the battery-less old BlackBerry Oliver had 
given me, like I was reading something, on the off chance 
there were cameras around, and powered through the most 
direct route to the cross the room. 

This is why, in aii the movies and TV shows, they aiways 
have someone who can hack City Haii and get biue prints of 
buiidings and homes - this wouid be so much easier if I 
knew where the heii I was going! 

The next hall was decorated exactly the same as the first 
but housed rooms labeled Supplies, Janitorial, and 
Computer. / bet that's where the fiie Tm looking for is, I 
thought to myself as I pushed on the door labeled, "Stairs". 

I opened the door on the sixth floor and exited into a hall 
just like the one on the first floor, only it was painted a 
cheery yellow and held only two doors - one on each side, 
smack dab in the middle of each wall, labeled with engraved 
granite plaques, "Women's" and "Men's". Owing to the fact 
these executive level washrooms seemed to occupy the 



entire side of each hall, as I walked I surmised they probably 
contained showers and lockers and for all I knew saunas and 
massage tables. At the pace I was walking, the hallway was 
going to quickly empty into what appeared to be what 
Grandma would have called the Secretarial Pool, but which 
was filled with people who called themselves Executive 
Assistants. 

I was still flying by the seat of my pants. I scanned 
around the room as I exited the hall. Instead of a second 
hall across the room, there was a glass walled conference 
room, and it was filled with people. What I assumed to be 
the executive officers, sat around the table in the center of 
the room, while their assistants sat in chairs along the walls, 
typing notes into laptops seated on thin TV tray-like 
mahogany desks. The entire floor was empty save for the 
people in the conference room. Everyone's attention was 
focused on the man standing at the head of the table in 
front of a wall mounted TV displaying a PowerPoint slide so 
no one noticed me as I took a quick left and started 
scanning the name plaques on the side of each door. 

/ really hope you took the right turn back there, Laura! I 
scolded myself. I was notorious for picking the wrong 
direction given a choice and no amount of hedging my bets 
by picking the opposite choice ever worked. 

I kept one eye on the conference room to see if anyone 
showed signs of noticing me, and the other on the office 
doors. There seemed to be two offices along the wall 
containing the conference room - one on either side. I 
approached the one right in front of me and read the name 
on the plaque: Douglas Jessop. 

HOT DAMN! 

I turned the handle on the door hoping he'd left it 
unlocked feeling confident he'd only be a few feet away and 
that everyone on his floor would be in the conference room 
with him. It opened. I slipped inside with a quick look 



behind me, shut the door, and pulled out a pair of 
disposable vinyl gloves from my waistband. 

I pulled his chair back and stood over his keyboard. The 
screen was dark on his monitor, but the power button on the 
tower beneath the desk was glowing. I hit the space bar on 
the keyboard and the monitor glowed: 

USER: 

PASSWORD: 

CRAP! I thought to myself as I ran through my options. 
Well, A) you can wait for hinn to come back, use the Death 
Stone to get him to give you the iogin info and then actuaiiy 
kiii him iest he taiks, or 2) use the Thought Stone to try to 
weasei it out of him, or C) try to hack in. 

I opted for option C for the time being. I typed in 
Douglas.Jessop as the user - all companies seem to use some 
variation of the first.last name protocol, it would just be a 
question of whether or not he was the only Douglas Jessop 
since if there were multiple people with the same name 
they'd often throw in a middle initial or numeral to 
differentiate users. And I wracked my brain for what I knew 
of him to try to come up with a password. All I had was he 
was English...yfea/7, that ain't gonna heip. I looked around 
his office - a couple photos of what were probably his wife 
and two kids, but no names. There was a knitted scarf, 
wrapped around a trophy cup, hanging from the corner of 
one bookshelf...Three blue stripes separated by two red, and 
a thistle on each ex\6...THE CALENDONIAN THISTLES! I 
excitedly screamed in my head recognizing the colors and 
symbol of the Inverness football club and making a mental 
note to thank my husband for watching obscure, at least to 
an American, European soccer matches. 

I typed "Thistles" into the password field and hit clicked 
the "Enter" button. "Incorrect Password, Please Try Again" 

ArggI Well, at least that seems to confirm I've at least got 
his user name right. I typed in a few variations of the 



football team's name, trying different capital letters, 
different combinations of the words "Caledonian" "Thistle" 
and "Inverness"...all dead ends. I started to worry I would 
get locked out of the system if I kept entering in the wrong 
passwords. I got up and pressed my ear to the wall the 
butted up against the conference room to make sure the 
meeting hadn't let out and Jessop wasn't about to walk in 
the door. I heard the comforting hum of a droning meeting 
and started to pace around the room. 

It suddenly occurred to me I was quite possibly barking 
up the wrong tree trying to hack into the corporate servers. 
Why the hell would he keep something damaging on a 
corporate system, something that could be accessed by 
anyone with access and motivation - like me, except for the 
access part? I reminded myself. No, he'd keep a paper copy 
If he kept anything. And who actually wrote the report? 
They'd be a liability Okay, Laura, let's go back to square 
one. First, you're assuming there even is a report on their 
DNA spliced seeds. Okay, let's go with that. Jessop Is the 
Chief Scientific Officer - if anyone was going to do the study. 
It'd be him, it'd be the only way to keep the data and the 
existence of the study a secret. As CSO he must have the 
science background to do the science behind the study. But 
he'd need a lab. Well, with a company this huge, that's not 
too hard to arrange. He could have used a lab off the grid 
or Just used any corporate one under the auspices of doing 
R&D. Okay, so let's assume the report exists...If it had been 
positive, they would have filed their report away, hired an 
independent lab to test their products and acted all kinds 
happy and smug when the independent lab confirmed what 
they already knew. But since that didn't happen there's 
either no data or there's data indicating there's a 
problem...Of course they have the data, I reasoned with 
myself, because If they'd thought they'd have the 
opportunity to quash naysayers they would have done the 
study. So, assume they did the study for their own 
edification and possible gloating, but the outcome was bad. 



so they sat on it preferring to reiy on the FDA, USDA, and 
The Manufactured Foods Group to fight their batties for 
them using university research funded by Cunningham- 
Tyiison that aiways came out giowing to keep the funding 
taps turned on. Okay, so there's probabiy a smaii handfui of 
peopie who know of Jessop's study - and they aii probabiy 
toid Jessop to burn the data, but you know Jessop kept a 
copy as insurance. Against what? Getting fired? Getting the 
biame iater if/when someone found out that their product is 
dangerous? Logic dictates he has a copy. It'ii be a hard 
copy. Or a disk. Or a thumb drive. And he'ii have it at his 
home, or a safe deposit box, he won't keep it here. Dammit 
Laura! Why didn't you think of this before? I scolded myself. 
Because you stiii needed to identify the guy and this was 
the oniy way to do that! I answered myself. 

Feeling better that this rabbit hole hadn't been a total 
loss, I started to work out how to figure out which guy was 
Jessop. The easiest way was to just go wait down the hall 
and watch for him to go back to his office...But first I wanted 
to try to crack his computer login one more time just to see 
if there were any relevant files I could quickly scan for just in 
case he was dumb enough to keep them on his work 
computer. I wouldn't scan the shared servers for key words 
relating to herbicide studies because I was sure it would set 
off warning bells somewhere too close for comfort, but 
scanning his desktop wouldn't be too bad, right? I used the 
Thought Stone to reach out to Clementine, hoping I didn't 
scare the beans out of her. 

Ciem! It's Laura. You got a sec? 

Sure. Jeez us, you scared the crap outta me! 

Sorry. I'm working on something and need a little help 
but can't use my phone to send messages. 

She sensed what I was needing and I suddenly had all the 
nicknames for the Thistles swimming in my head. 



Be careful, Laura, she said. She was now the only other 
person on the planet, besides maybe Aza, who knew what I 
was up to at the moment...It was kind of comforting to know 
if something went wrong someone would know where I was 
and what I was doing. 

She heard my thoughts and said, Keep me in the loop in 
the future. / won't tell Jesse unless it's necessary, but you 
shouldn't be alone. 

She's never alone, boomed Aza's voice in our heads. 

Both Clem and I laughed, startled but relieved to know 
Aza was keeping tabs on us. She wouldn't interfere, but she 
wouldn't abandon us either. 

I'll keep you posted, Clem. Over and out, I said as I 
pulled my hand from the Thought Stone. 

I tried to log on one more time, this time using the 
password: Caleyjags 

I was in! 

I logged off, cleared the history, cookies, and cache, and 
left the office with a smile on my face. Even if, in the future, 
anyone tracks Carnyx activity to this IP address, no one 
would recognize me in this getup. 

I walked out the way I'd come in and waited at the end of 
the hall, in the doorway of the stairwell, until I heard the 
meeting end. When I heard the hum of conversation I 
scurried down the hall. As I suspected, the assistants left 
the room first while the bigwigs stayed behind to tie up 
loose ends - or plan their next golf game, whatever...This 
gave me enough time to step into the room and get lost in 
the flow of people making their way to the restrooms and 
cubicles. I walked with aimless purpose until I saw someone 
approach Jessop's office...! paused where I was and 
pretended to be working on my cellphone while I watched 
the man enter the office and sit down at the desk. 



Now that I knew what he looked like, the wait began. I 
made my way back to Luka and positioned her so I could see 
everyone leaving. In theory, I could have tried accessing 
County Recorder's records to find his address - but that A) 
left a trail, and B) assumed he'd bought instead of rented. It 
was more time consuming to follow him home, but it was 
cleaner. 

As I waited I scoped out the cars in the lot...The usual mix 
of mid-west, middle class, mid-sized SUVs suffering from 
some degree of salt rot and a smattering of Subaru 
Foresters, Honda Civics, Chevy Impalas, pickups of all 
makes, and the odd Lexus which probably belonged to the 
old battle axes in HR and accounting. The executives had 
reserved spaces close to the main entrance. They weren't 
labeled, they were just marked "Reserved". Ten in all, right 
next to the two handicapped spots and three "Visitor" spots 
at the front of the building. Seven of the spots were filled - 
two Range Rovers, one Ford F-250, a Porsche Cayenne, a 
Volvo SUV, a 6-series BMW, and a Mercedes GL. I bet myself 
which one Jessop would climb into and lost to myself when 
he finally came out and fired up the Volvo. Seriously 
thought he'd be a Range Rover guy! I thought as I turned 
over Luka's engine and waited to follow Jessop out of the 
parking lot. 

I'd assumed he'd be heading home to his family, but I 
was surprised when he turned into the parking lot of a small 
mall nestled between a couple Stepford looking 
neighborhoods. I hung back and watched him park in front 
of a restaurant called, according to the glowing red sign 
hanging from the facade. Mahogany. I parked and 
waited...When he didn't exit within a few minutes, I assumed 
he wasn't picking up food to go and shut down Luka. 

It was one of those stone facade anchor buildings found 
in strip-malls the world over. Jutting from the exterior were 
two fire filled torches, like something from Indiana Jones, 



roaring on either side of the enormous mahogany doors, 
which opened surprisingly easily for their weight. The inside 
of the space was incredibly dim and furnished in dark 
woods, brown and red leathers, and a massive round stone 
fire pit smoldering in the center of the main room. As my 
eyes adjusted to the lighting, I found the hostess stand a 
few feet to my left. 

"Hi, table for one," I said. 

The hostess looked me up and down with a look on her 
face like. Are you sure you're in the right piece? 

I hadn't changed from my well-padded disguise because 
it had helped keep me warm as I'd waited for Jessop to leave 
work, plus I knew it'd make me nearly invisible or at least 
un-noteworthy. I doubted the hostess could have told 
someone my eye and hair color because all she was seeing 
was F.A.T. 

I waited for her brain to digest the fact I truly wanted a 
table and followed her to a tiny table in the far corner by the 
bathrooms - of course. She dropped the menu on the table 
and strode off to her podium of power. 

I made out Jessop sitting by himself along the wall on the 
other side of the fire pit and opened my menu. 

I smiled as I read all the descriptions - organic this, 
organic that, non-GMO this and non-GMO tha\:...Hmmnn, 
seems Dr. Frankenstein doesn't want to eat his own 
creations. 

A waiter appeared and took my order of an iced tea and 
salad with ranch on the side with a look like. Yeah, you 
better just eat iettuce. Lady. I used the Thought Stone to 
see if decimating his tip was in order, and it 
was...judgmentai much? I thought to myself as I heard him 
thinking I should have eaten more salads in my past and I 
wouldn't be in this condition. Whatever, jackass, I thought 
as I got down to business. 

Jessop was finally opening his menu after sipping at what 
looked like a double scotch and staring into the fire pit. 
What do you wanna bet he thinks about what he knows 



about GMOs as he reads his all organic, non-GMO menu? I 
mused as I touched the Thought Stone. 

Sure enough, as I listened in, I heard him dissecting the 
menu offerings looking for things that were listed as non- 
GMO and flashing on his report, in what looked like a bucket 
of Lego? What the hell? I thought to myself. Why would he 
think of a bucket of Lego? But my thoughts were 
interrupted when he received a phone call. I used the 
Thought Stone to listen in....It was his wife. She and the kids 
were in England with the kids visiting all the grandparents 
and was calling to check in before going to bed. They were 
still planning on staying in England until the Nebraska 
winter was over because she just couldn't stand mid-west 
American winters, the kids were having fun visiting 
museums and parks with the nanny {Yeah right, I thought), 
his mother was making daily veiled inquiries into the state 
of their marriage, and her brother had offered to find him a 
job in Europe so he could get out of cowboy filled America. 

Jessop said he'd think about it, but what Mrs. Jessop 
didn't know, and I did, was that he was just buying time. He 
liked it in America. More freedom, more space, and he was 
making a ridiculous amount of money - more than he'd ever 
make in Europe. He knew there would be a reckoning when 
she came home in the spring, but for now he was going to 
savor his independence. They hung up as his enormous 
plate of steak, roasted potatoes, and asparagus arrived. 

When my salad arrived a few minutes later I asked for my 
check so I'd be all paid up and free to leave. I ate, trying to 
time my meal to end when his did. I knew from his thoughts 
that his plan was to get an apple pie to go, go home, take a 
shower, and eat his pie in bed while watching a football 
game he'd recorded - so when his waitress arrived with a to- 
go bag and a check folio, I slid some cash into my own and 
left. 

I watched him get in his car and head towards the 
parking lot exit before pulling out and following him. I hung 



back and a couple cars turned out from cross streets taking 
up positions between us. 

Two streetlights west of the mall he turned left, then right, 
into a gated community. There was one car between us. 
Some sort of remote in Jessop's car must have opened the 
gate and the three of us slid through, no one caring that at 
least one car in the train didn't have any business being 
there. 

I followed Jessop's Volvo until it turned into a driveway 
and continued driving past his house. I could see him, in my 
rearview mirror, pull into a brightly lit open garage. The 
street ended in a cul-de-sac, so I turned around and drove 
slowly until I saw his garage close. I parked on the dark 
street and waited for lights to go on upstairs. 

The houses around me, drapes drawn, were aloof to my 
existence. I pulled out the towels from around my mid¬ 
section and threw them in the backseat. From the front, 
passenger side floorboard I pulled out a pair of black sweats 
and sneakers and changed in the front seat. Even with my 
tights and a thermal shirt on under the sweats it was going 
be damn chilly for the next few minutes...Let's hope I get in 
quick! I thought securing my hair in a bun with a couple 
chopsticks from the glove box, while making sure the 
interior lights weren't going to go on and looking around 
before opening Luka's door. 

I went to the side door of the three-car garage. I could 
hear water running through the pipes of the house, and used 
the Thought Stone to confirm he was in the shower - I didn't 
want to use the Scrying Silver and see what can't be 
unseen. I pulled my hand into my sleeve, and using the 
fabric to prevent my skin coming into contact with the 
doorknob, I turned it. Locked! I used the Cruth-atharraich to 
open it. Almost ran into the front fender of an enormous 
SUV. The mom-mobiie\ I made out shape of the Volvo in the 
center, and in the dim glow coming through the small glass 
panes at the top of the garage doors I made out the distinct 



shape of a 911 in the last stall. Figures! What a wanking 
poseur! Probabiy an automatic! 

The door from the garage into the house was, however, 
unlocked. I heard the beep-beep of a door alert from the 
alarm, but knew Jessop wouldn't hear it from the shower. 
What is it with peopie in gated communities? It's like they 
think one flimsy gate keeps them safe to the point they 
don't need to bother locking doors or setting alarms. 

I went straight upstairs to find the box of Lego. Logic 
dictated I'd find it in one of the kids' bedrooms. The second 
floor was designed in a U shape. Dramatic, chandelier lit 
stairs ran straight up from the front door. Near the top of the 
stairs, on the left, I heard water running in what must have 
been the master suite, so I looked around to the right as I 
reached the last step. Two enormous bedrooms separated 
by a Jack-and-Jill bathroom occupied nearly the whole side. 
At the far end, there was a loft overlooking the front of the 
house. It was set up as a playroom. Over the dark hardwood 
sat a yellow, red, and blue swirled rug filled by a Thomas the 
Tank Engine train table, an easel draped with a plastic 
smock, a table and two chairs, and a wall of cubby-holes 
filled with books and different colored buckets. I pulled out 
a pair of vinyl exam gloves from the front pocket of my 
sweatshirt and pulled them on my hands as I walked towards 
the room. As I got closer I realized the buckets were 
labeled... AH hail the label maker, I thought as I reached for 
the opaque red tub labeled Lego. 

With one ear cocked towards the closed double doors of 
the master suite, I set the tub on the sticker covered plastic 
table nearest me and started sifting. I didn't know exactly 
what I was looking for. I was pretty sure I'd picked up on it 
being a red, eight-dot brick, but I really wasn't sure. I just 
had to hope that there was something slightly off about a 
thumb drive Lego that would set it apart from the toy 
version. 

I heard the phone ring and nearly jumped out of my skin. 
No one answered it and I heard a distant voice speaking 



from downstairs leaving a message. 

I kept digging through the bucket pulling out every red 
brick and examining it for some sort of anomaly. The 
growing pile of inspected bricks sat on the table next to the 
bucket. I heard the water in the house shut off. 

Shit! 

I kept digging. Is it me or is every damn brick red??? 

I figured I'd have a few minutes while Jessop got dried off 
and into his jim-jams. What are the chances he took his pie 
and a fork in there with him and won't come out all night? I 
wondered, grabbing another handful of Lego from the bin. 

I was just about to drop another red brick into the 
inspected pile when I noticed a little plastic loop on the end 
of the one on my palm. Well that's different. I inspected 
closer and realized there was a seam running around the top 
third of the Lego. I pulled and the cap popped off revealing 
a USB memory drive. I snapped the cap back on, put the 
drive in my bra, swiped the sorted Lego off the table into the 
bucket and put the bin back on its shelf. 

And then I waited. 

I stood behind the kids' bathroom door and watched 
through the crack between the hinges for Jessop to come out 
of his bedroom. 

A few minutes later I heard him shouting at the dull drone 
of a televised sports game. 

Musta taken the pie in there with him, I thought as I 
headed downstairs to the den across the hall from the 
garage and laundry room I'd noticed earlier. I checked the 
Scrying Sliver around my neck and verified my 
suspicions...He was sitting in the middle of a huge four- 
poster bed, in a bathrobe, eating his organic apple pie 
straight from the tin. 

As I stepped into the den, a blinking light on the 
computer monitor told me the system was probably on. 

You probably use the same password for everything, 
don't you, Numbnuts? I said to myself as I typed Caleyjags 
into the Password field and hit enter. 



Yup! I thought as his home screen burned to life. 

I pulled the thumb drive from my bra and inserted it into 
the computer. There were two documents - one labeled 
"Report", one labeled "Summary". I opened "Summary", 
scanned the Table of Contents, and went straight to the 
section titled "Conclusions". 

The gist of it was, the virus they used to create the 
herbicide-toxin immune plants had been shown to create 
increased autoimmune responses in laboratory animals. The 
research animals showed inflammation of skin, joints, and 
digestive organs. Well that explains the explosion In reports 
of gluten and other allergies, I thought to myself! And if that 
wasn't awful enough, the next part was truly horrifying - the 
increased use of herbicides used to combat the superweeds 
that had evolved from decades of use of their herbicide, 
were leading to contamination of the food system. Feeds 
and cereal grains were covered in the poisons, livestock ate 
the feeds, and the humans ate the livestock and the 
processed grains. Research on laboratory animals and 
donated cadavers indicated that the toxins were stored in 
the fat cells of anything that consumed them, and that when 
large amounts of fat cells were broken down during any sort 
of dietary adjustment or weight loss, the carcinogenic toxins 
would flood the host, damaging all organs. 

I sat there stunned. Jessop, if no one else, knew this. He 
knew they were poisoning everyone and creating 
generations of people who would suffer from mysterious, 
painful, debilitating, autoimmune diseases - and he was 
sitting upstairs eating organic apple pie. 

My blood boiled and a million ideas raced around my 
head. 

I don't think I remember actually making a decision, I just 
did it. I opened Jessop's web browser and searched for email 
addresses for every news organization and journalist I could 
think of. I logged onto the Carnyx email I'd created back in 
Austin and cut and pasted the first twenty email addresses I 



could find into the "To" field, attached the two files off the 
thumb drive, and hit send. 

I logged onto the Carnyx Hisser account, posted four 
screenshot JPEGs of sections of the report I'd just read, and 
CCed Neil Young for good measure - It can't hurt to try to 
get a little signal boost, I thought. The documents 
themselves wouldn't hold any verifiable water, the PR firms 
and Wall Street scam artists would be firing off Op/Eds to 
everyone who would print one, claiming the reports were 
fabricated, but all of it would create noise and that would 
lead to, hopefully, good journalists and/or private citizens 
digging into the full report and tracking down the lab and 
scientists that wrote it - the names of which were printed 
clearly on each page of the report. Wonder what kind of 
non-disclosure the lab had to sign before they got the 
contract to do THIS job? Must have been pretty scary to 
cause the authors to keep their mouths shut all these years. 

On a hunch, I opened a search engine and looked up the 
name of the lab and couple of the scientists' 

names...Nothing on the lab, but the scientists were out 
there. 

As I glanced at the bottom of the report page I was 
looking at, my brain deciphered the date encoded in the 
footer notation at the bottom of each page...C- 

T0057Finall8ja95. Dammit! They've been sitting on this 
since January of 1995! 

I deleted the screen caps of the documents, emptied the 
trash, cleared the browser history, cookies, and cache. 
Ejected the Lego drive, slid it back in my shirt, and left the 
way I came. Someday, if anyone tracked down the source of 
this leak, having it come from jessop's house would make 
an interesting side note - that and the possibility of 
connecting him to Carnyx if Hisser still had the data to 
pinpoint the iP address the emails and posts came from, I 
thought to myself as I walked through the garage to leave, 
taking a small detour to confirm Jessop's 911 was in fact an 
automatic. TOOL! 



I had only one destination now - Cunningham-Tyllson's 
offices! 

I parked two blocks away to avoid Luka showing up on 
any security cameras on or near the building. I'd taken a 
little something extra with me from the shelves of Jessop's 
garage. I put on my knit hat, pulled down its white 
balaclava, slipped into my big puffy coat, pulled the rattle 
cans from behind the passenger seat, got out of my car, and 
strode down the street out front of the Cunningham-Tyllson 
building. 

The drive from Nebraska to the train yard in Iowa took 
about three hours. About an hour into the drive I 
remembered my mental list of things to do - I pulled the SIM 
card from my Carnyx phone, wiggled it back and forth until 
it snapped in half, and again until I had four tiny squares of 
plastic and gold in the passenger seat. It was just before 4 
a.m. when I pulled into the diner across from the gas station 
up the road from the yard. The whole area was cold and 
dead except for the small beating heart of the diner. I pulled 
in, hidden between two slumbering big rigs, pulled off my 
Nebraska plates, and put on the one rear plate from South 
Carolina that matched the return trip paperwork Barb had 
sent me weeks before. I rolled up the transport orders, 
shoved them into my coat, grabbed my messenger bag and 
the bits of SIM card, and headed into the diner for a pit stop, 
tea, and toast while I waited for the yard to open. 

it:*** 


Two days later, Luka and I were cruising down the 15 from 
Barstow towards Temecula. She was wearing her California 
plates and I was wearing jeans and a t-shirt. It was good to 
be home. I cranked up Boondocks by Little Big Town and 
cruised south. By the time I reached the Via Rancho 
Parkway exit in Escondido I was starving so I pulled off to 
grab lunch. 



As I sat in my booth, waiting for my iced tea, I turned on 
the cell phone Oliver had given me in San Francisco and 
opened the Hisser App, which he'd so kindly installed for me 
and in which he'd set up a news site and celebrity following, 
non-descript account using a corporate email account linked 
to the LLC that owned the account the phone was linked to, 
to see what I'd missed the last few days.... 

I hadn't missed much. More politicians telling us what we 
already know, more people being assholes..."Ugh!" I said out 
loud. 

A man at the table next to me looked over at my outburst 
so I pointed to my phone and said, "Hisser!" 

He saluted me with his pasta filled fork, smiled, and said, 
"Say no more." 

As I was about to close the app, I had a thought and 
searched "Carnyx" in their widget. 

The window was suddenly filled with posts of my 
handiwork at Cunningham-Tyllson. People were posting 
photos of the giant red Carnyx Vd spray-painted in the street 
facing the corporate offices. They were reposting the study 
documents I'd posted and demanding investigations. Some 
media folks were replying to the post asking the owners of 
the Carnyx account to contact them for comment. I hit the 
"Follow" button for the Carnyx account and smiled as I 
became follower number 140,899. Just another anonymous, 
interested citizen. 

I woke Friday morning to a Jinn message from Max. 

I'nn coming down. Meet Saturday. 10 a.m. 

Gazebo. 

Oid Poway Park. 

"Well, okay then..." 

I contemplated messaging her back and figured if she 
could tell me more she would have, but she didn't, so it was 
probably best to just wait the day and see what happened. 



I rolled out of bed to face the chores - laundry from the 
trip, grocery shopping for my empty cottage, a car wash for 
Luka to get all the mid-west salt and grit off hen..and the 
thumb drive. The thing was burning a hole in my messenger 
bag's zipper pocket. I looked around the living room as I 
walked to the kitchen and realized a little primary colored 
shack would fit in perfectly with the owner's eclectic 
tchotchkes, so I added Lego to the shopping list, started a 
load of laundry, filled my sippy cup with Jasmine green tea 
and honey, and set off. 

That night I sat on the floor in front of a fire and built a 
little house from the Lego bricks I'd bought - and one I 
didn't. I put it on the shelf of the built-in to the left of the 
fireplace. Its neighbors were a driftwood carving of a 
mermaid wearing a real. Barbie doll sized, fur stole; a sea- 
glass and candle wax encrusted soda can, and a statue of a 
woman pushing a pram made from sheet metal, nuts, bolts, 
bearings and bicycle chain. Fit right in... 

I left Pullaay the next morning about 9 a.m. so I could be 
sure to get to Poway on time, plus I was antsy and curious as 
a cat. I took the backroads through Rancho Santa Fe and 4S 
Ranch to reach Poway and was there with a half hour to kill. 

I sat in the gazebo, sipped my tea, and scrolled through my 
favorited web pages....my only real source for news since I 
hadn't had cable for a decade by then. I was grinning to 
myself when Max walked up the steps... 

"Well, someone got here early! Why do you look like you 
just ate a canary. Kitten?" she said causing me to look up. 

I showed her my phone screen. US Congress, urged by 
President, to call special session over allegations 
Cunninghann-Tyllson poisoning our food system. 

"I thought that might have been you. You've been a busy 
bee, haven't you?" 

"Why do I have the feeling I'm about to be busier?" 

"Because you're a smart cookie. Cookie. What do you say 
we take a drive?" 



"Anywhere in particular?" 

"I've heard lovely things about your Julian pies," she said 
with a wicked grin. 

"Okay, who's driving?" 

"Me, if you don't mind." 

"In a rental? On those roads? Luka will be way more 
fun." 

"Oh, I don't have a rental. I brought my wee beastie," she 
said evilly as we turned the corner and came face to face 
with her shimmering red Subaru. 

"So, I gather you've heard about more than just our 
pies?" I asked with a cocked eyebrow alluding to the 
switchback mountain road between Ramona and Julian, as I 
climbed in the passenger seat. 

"Quite!" she said with a wink she brought the engine 
came to life with a roar that settled into a perfect purr. 

She navigated out of Poway and into Ramona like she'd 
memorized a map of the area. I noticed she didn't have any 
sort of navigation in the car and wasn't using her phone. 
Old school, I thought enjoying the company of a kindred 
spirit. 

We drove in silence until we reached the outskirts of 
Ramona and started our ascent towards Julian. I was lost in 
thought about the Cunningham-Tyllson report and what it 
might mean now that it was out in the open. Would it 
change things? Would people finally wake up and realize 
our government had been perfectly happy to turn a blind 
eye to what C-T had been doing? Would they revolt? Would 
the demand change? Or would it be like everything else 
and just get forgotten. 

"What do you know about Hummingbirds?" she asked me, 
pulling me violently from my thoughts. 

"Ummm, I know they are incredible flyers. They eat 
insects and nectar and help in pollination. The females 
build amazing nests from spider web, plant fibers, seed fluff. 



and lichen without ever being trained - they just do it on 
instinct. They're fun to watch and almost impossible to 
photograph in motion..." I trailed off as I exhausted my 
knowledge. 

"Well, that's more than most people probably know," said 
Max as she downshifted into second before throwing us into 
a sharp right turn. 

I waited for her to explain herself. 

"We have a plan," she said, letting the words hang in the 
air as she accelerated out of a left and tossed the car into 
third. 



CHAPTER XXIII 


Early April 2016 
Hummingbird 

Myra had been hard at work in Austin digging up 
descendants of ours who might benefit from the Alexander 
Benevolent Society and she'd found me recipients in nearly 
every state in the union. 

Luka and I, and a fresh infusion of cash courtesy of Don's 
network of bank connections, were on our way to Nevada to 
meet one of these “cousins". And take care of a couple 
other things.... 

As we flew through the cool, late spring, desert night, 
north on the 15 to the 40, I let my playlist shuffle in the 
background of my thoughts. I still had three hours of driving 
ahead of me and my mind was a jumble of past, present and 
future. 

So much had happened in the two months since Max and 
I took our trip to Julian. So many things were the same, yet 
so many were different. 

I was still living in California, in the little tri-colored 
cottage in Pullaay. Jesse was still holding down the fort in 
Scotland. 

Lexie was now living with him and had started a mobile 
Highland vet service. 

Carnyx had grown in reputation and supporters as it had 
exposed more and more shady business practices. 

By the end of February, Cunningham-Tyllson had blown 
up - not literally, but financially and in every way possible 
except for an actual explosion. The media, pressured by 
everyone who consumes food, dug deep into the story. 
Every outlet you could dream of planted camera crews 
outside the corporate offices, homes, schools, and ice fishing 
shacks of anyone who worked, past or present, with or for 
the company. The scientists who performed the study I'd 



found on the faux Lego brick were tracked down in Mexico. 
Stories started to run quoting anonymous sources that had 
done their own testing over the years, but had been ignored 
or threatened into silence when they brought their work to 
the media or supervisors. Countries banned imports of our 
crops and food products. Wall Street face planted as the 
market adjusted to the news, but it hardly affected the 
average middleclass citizen who didn't gamble in the 
market. Congress called for investigations. State Attorneys 
General filed lawsuits. It was going to get ugly and it was 
going to prove to be a time-consuming problem to fully fix, 
but the good news was, organic and heirloom farmers would 
now have the means to make beaucoup bucks selling non- 
GMO corn, soy, and wheat seeds for at least a few years until 
the farmers nationwide could stockpile enough of their own 
seedstock - something that would now be encouraged rather 
than criminalized. Regulators would have to crack down on 
price gouging by manufacturers and retailers of grain 
products, which would try to profiteer off of strangled 
supplies, and the Carnyx network would do its part, working 
quickly to shame anyone who tried it. Prices of meat, milk, 
and eggs would go up as farmers were faced with limited 
feed options. I even heard rumors that some folks planned 
to raid the Svalbard Seed Bank for seeds. Humans would do 
what they do best - they'd adapt. More would go vegetarian 
as meat prices rose, some would go back to the ways of their 
ancestors and keep a few chickens for eggs to eat and trade; 
quinoa and rice would fill in for wheat based pasta, and farm 
animals would get fed different diets....And maybe, just 
maybe, the industrial animal farmers would change their 
ways or get run out of business when faced with rising prices 
of feeds like corn and soy and falling sales as more people 
went vegetarian or took their business to small, humane 
farms for their animal based proteins. Only time would tell 
how it would all shake out, but no one was going to starve, 
and the benefits to long term health would far outweigh the 
inconvenience of the shift to a different way of doing things. 



People would, hopefully, quickly see how ridiculous our food 
obsession had become, and how wasteful of resources we 
had been. 

In the roughly two months since Cunningham-Tyllson had 
first begun to melt down, Carnyx had increased its Hisser 
followers to seventeen million. Photos of my paintwork on 
the street in front of C-T had been reprinted with every news 
story that came out about the scandal - and everyone 
wanted to know what Carnyx meant. 

There were comparisons made to PETA and 
Greenpeace....People wondered if we were a collective like 
Anonymous, or just one person. The mystery and 
speculation drove people to Hisser - the only publically 
tangible existence of Carnyx. 

I'd taken to using any random, anonymous computer out 
of sight of a camera I could get my hands on, as an 
opportunity to sign in and follow everyone who followed us. 

I was sure the account was being watched by numerous 
agencies by now, and having mysterious logins occur all 
over the world tickled my middle finger. Large corporations 
were the easiest to slip into unnoticed and use someone's 
computer while they were at lunch, but the occasional house 
worked too - I took special satisfaction upon breaking into 
the home of the schmuck who operated the TheirLives 
website - you know the one that basically doxes every 
American citizen without their knowledge or consent and 
sells the questionably acquired information to anyone 
willing to pay $9.95 a month? Yeah - that turd. I wished I 
could have been a fly on the wall when he inevitably got a 
nice visit from some folks in dark suits thinking he's linked 
to Carnyx. 

I sent the login credentials to Clementine, Oliver, and 
Max via Jinn so they and The Wick Burners could access the 
account when the opportunity arose in order to post 
messages or follow people back - Carnyx would never be 
just one person or just one country. Frankly, I was surprised 



the Hisser account hadn't been shut down, but I knew it 
wasn't likely to happen since it was our only link to the 
world and certain parties wouldn't be able to resist the urge 
to use it to find us... 

Catch me if you can, always ran through my head when I 
thought of the agents and corporate-paid hackers trying to 
track down IP address to uncover our identities. I'd had that 
phrase printed on a plastic license plate frame I'd had made 
in '89 at the San Diego Swap Meet for my first Scirocco....! 
know, practically begging for trouble then. And now. 

Near the end of March, I'd received word from Don and 
Emma that Payne had passed away. I had been so sorry to 
learn that, but my sorrow was tempered by the fact he'd 
lived his last months happily with Don and Emma and been 
with family when he passed. I wondered about the future 
Aza had alluded to when she met Payne and insisted he 
meet Emma. Would I ever know if it had come to pass? 
Would it matter? What chain of events could those two 
meeting have put into motion? 

Late in March I'd received a letter from Jesse - two 
actually. One was from him and the other was one he was 
forwarding to me - from the Petersen Museum in Los 
Angeles. His letter was just a friendly updatey letter, the 
type we agreed we'd send back and forth to maintain a 
veneer of normalcy to anyone paying attention. The letter 
from the Petersen was a surprise though. They had been 
instructed, via Payne's will, to turn over a certain green 
Jaguar XKE that had been on loan to them for years, to the 
Alexander Benevolent Society, and inquired as to how I'd 
like to make arrangements to take possession. I'd contacted 
George and asked her to haul it down to San Diego where I 
stored it in a storage unit next to the one we'd opened for all 
our stuff a couple years ago before moving to Scotland. I 
had no idea what I was going to do with the gold, but as I 
drove, I had a sudden idea to contact Alasdair the next time 



I stopped for gas and get him to haul his butt out to 
California to take a look at it. Maybe he'll bring Clem and 
we'll have a little fun. It'd been so long since I'd seen my 
family I found myself sad suddenly, but the song changed 
and I felt better as Shakin' by Eddie Money came on. 

With Eddie crooning in the background about Rosanna 
and her daddy's car, my mind drifted back to mid-March 
after the Cunningham-Tyllson executives had gone on TV 
reading a statement taken right out of the Volkswagen's 
Dieselgate playbook - your basic, "a rogue scientist kept this 
data from us, we didn't know anything" line of horse crap. 
At the time. I'd posted on the Carnyx account - "I'm 
intrigued by the dichotomy of the two definitions of the word 
"STRIKE". Strike = to Hit, or Strike = to Stop doing 
something, as in, to go on Strike. Violent action vs inaction. 
Inaction can be more powerful that violent action. STRIKE to 
make yourself heard! Violence begets more violence...Hit 
'em where it really hurts - their WALLETS. Have you had 
enough yet? Corporations polluting our air, our soil, our 
water, our food, and getting away with it over and over...Will 
you ever say ENOUGH??? Will you make them hear you???" 

Like all rebellions - ours started small, in random areas. It 
ebbed and flowed in the early days. 

In Texas, a local news story reported students walking out 
of a high school holding signs that read "Carnyx". They 
were protesting being guinea pigs in the educational 
system. They were tired of bad decisions being paid for with 
good money, and endless testing, and hours of homework, 
and poor textbooks, and a total suspension of their 
constitutional rights while on school grounds. They were 
tired of entire micro generations slipping through the cracks 
while corporations and politicians selling snake oil "fixes" 
toted home wheelbarrows full of tax payer money. I posted 
about their effort to Carnyx's seventeen million followers. 



In the days following their protest, dozens more schools 
began having the same protests. By the end of the month of 
March, parents had gotten in on the act and entire districts 
were faced with empty schools as students and parents 
decided to go on Strike and sit at home. International news 
outlets reported to the world that these families were forcing 
change in their districts and extrapolated that other districts 
would try to head off Strikes by meeting with parents and 
students to have serious discussions about changes in an 
effort to head off a ripple of further Strikes. When asked 
about their choices, especially when some district 
spokespeople had alluded to threats of court dates and fines 
for keeping their children out of school, one parent summed 
up the national sentiment - "What are they going to do? 
Arrest us all? Sometimes you have to stand up for what's 
right and there's power in numbers - THAT'S what I want my 
son to learn and no school will teach that." 

Emboldened by the success of the parents and students 
in bringing the districts to the table for televised chats 
about making quick and relevant changes to the nation's 
education system at the local level rather than waiting for 
the retarded Federal and State governments to step up, I 
started making some suggestions via Carnyx's Hisser 
account for more areas in need of rebellion.... 

"What if we took a stand on Animal Cruelty and returned 
everything not certified cruelty free?" 

Two days later people were posting photos of themselves 
in long lines at store return counters. 

As spring break approached I decided to go even bigger 
when I wondered online, "Do we really NEED to fly anywhere 
with companies who treat us as badly as the owners and 
captains of The Coffin Ships treated our ancestors?" I guess 
people took a step back and considered the thought of 
paying to be abused, because people began sharing photos 
of themselves walking, riding bikes, and driving, hashtagged 
"Carnyx Spring Break". For two weeks, airports had been 



ghost towns where airport and airline employees 
outnumbered travelers. I imagined the airline executives 
putting out a hit on me - if only they could find me - instead 
of focusing on the fact their customers had spoken. They'd 
all blame Carnyx, but the truth was I hadn't actually done 
anything wrong in suggesting some people think about how 
they were being treated and speak up if they didn't like it. 
The people had finally come together, united in multiple 
causes, and exercised their rights to not be abused - 
governments and corporations don't like it when that 
happens. 

I knew the initial public indignation I'd left behind would 
die down and people would go back to bending over for 
corrupt politicians and corporate employees and these little 
rebellions would be quickly forgotten. But I also knew two 
other things - #1 the seeds had been planted for larger 
Strikes in the future - the first American Revolution came in 
stages, the second would be no different, and #2 certain 
people would be scrambling a lot of resources to figure out 
who was behind Carnyx. 

But that didn't really matter at the moment because I 
had a job to do, a job that would set up a new pattern of 
dominoes to be knocked over, I thought to myself as I 
turned onto 95N towards Searchlight, Nevada. 

In the final darkness of the morning, I pulled over into a 
dirt lot just north of a Visitor's Center in the middle-of- 
nowhere Nevada, rolled down my driver windows, and I sat 
for a moment enjoying the sensation of being alone in the 
vast pre-dawn desert. Some people might be terrified of 
that kind of solitude, but the realization that at that very 
moment no one knew where I was and couldn't find me even 
if they wanted to, comforted me like a soft warm blanket 
fresh from the dryer. I was invisible and anonymous and it 
shocked me that those feelings were so foreign to me. 



Peaceful Easy Feeling by the Eagles started playing on 
my ancient purple iPod Nano through Luka's much younger 
speakers. I cranked up the volume, shut down Luka's 
engine, and laid on her hood under the stars feeling the 
base and harmonies of the song flow through Luka's frame 
into my soul. How did we all become so accustomed to the 
stress that constant surveillance puts on us? I wondered as I 
lavished in my loneliness. It occurred to me that I could get 
out and run naked for miles in any direction, screaming like 
a banshee, and no one would care, because no one would 
know. No one would try to have me arrested or committed, 
because they'd not know I'd broken any rules of civilization 
by baring my T & A. No one would laugh at my cellulite 
dimpled ass or judge my stretch marks, because they would 
never see them glinting in the moonlight. We don't have 
any idea of what freedom truly is anymore. Our rights, our 
individuality, our liberties, have been taken from us in bits 
and bytes, drips and drabs, steadily, for so long and so 
stealthily, we haven't even notice it happened... 

As the final strains of the song wound down, I slid off 
Luka's hood, stuck the landing in front of her bumper, 
walked over to the driver's side window, reached in and 
pulled the keys from the ignition. Stretching my arms over 
my head, I walked around to the passenger door, opened it, 
flipped the seat forward and pulled from the pocket sewn 
into the back of seat, an old scuffed Rand McNally Road 
Atlas that Max had given me in Julian. Setting the map-book 
on the roof of the car, I pulled an old green thermos and 
snack bar from one of the two lidless plastic shoeboxes 
behind the passenger seat. As I pulled my head from the car 
I eyed the backseats thinking of the phone Oliver had given 
me, with a clean SIM chip in its side slot in case of an 
emergency, and my personal cell phone, both inside a small 
Faraday sleeve Max had given me, secreted in the backseat 
upholstery, cursing Apple for not creating a phone with an 
easy to remove battery. I had no intention of firing up either 



phone on this leg of the journey, but with the bloody 
batteries always inserted, the phones were always on to 
some extent. I'd boot up the personal phone later to 
establish my presence in the area on legitimate ABS 
business should anyone be paying attention to my 
movements - assuming I made it out of the task Max had 
assigned me. 

Taking a deep breath of the crisp spring dawn, I leaned 
against Luka's passenger side B-pillar drinking warm, honey 
sweetened jasmine green tea from my big girl sippy cup and 
munching on a protein bar while watching the sun French 
kiss the horizon. I hadn't seen another human being for 
hours - it was glorious! 

By the pink light of the morning, I opened Luka's 
hatchback, lifted the trunk liner that lay over her spare tire 
and removed a gallon sized freezer bag. 

Sliding into the passenger seat, I pulled down my sun 
visor, and opened the plastic bag. In the tiny visor mirror, I 
popped a pair of brown tinted contacts over my green irises, 
settled the wig of shoulder-blade length cascading waves 
died to match the peacock like hues and iridescence of the 
feathers of the Nicobar pigeon over my own hair, and glued 
the thick onyx-black eyelashes to my upper lids before 
resting a pair of black plastic rimmed glasses on my nose. I 
popped in the clear plastic mouth guard I'd engineered to 
slide over my top teeth creating a facial bone structure 
altering effect. And as the final step in my homage to 
distraction and deception, I painted my lips a deep 
shimmering violet, and took a look in the rearview mirror. 
That'll do Pig, that'll do, I weirdly said to myself in Lorelai 
Gilmore's voice. 

Rolling my eyes at my own bizarre non-sequitur, I 
opened the atlas to the Nevada page and read the line of 
one of the notes Max had printed on tiny vertical paper 
strips and glue-sticked onto the last page of the atlas - one 



for each state I needed to visit. 95IMM29/R/3.2/L/1.7 read 
the first one. 

I memorized the instructions, stowed the map book back 
in its pocket, and nosed Luka back out onto northbound 95. 
Just past Mile Marker 29 I took my first right, followed the 
dirt track for 3.2 miles and turned left. I now had 1.7 miles, 
or approximately 7 minutes at my current speed, to get my / 
belong here face on. 

Jesus Sandy Christ, I really hope all the locations aren't in 
the boonies like this! I thought to myself. “But you know 
they are," I said aloud to myself knowing full well that low 
priced land and isolation were favorite attributes of any 
corporate or government site where they wanted to be able 
to do anything they wanted while being able to monitor 
every lizard who interloped within five miles of their 
“projects". 

I slowed as I approached the guard booth set in front of 
the gate attached to the razor wire topped wall which the 
cordoned off The Farm. I stopped at the booth as the armed 
man stepped out. 

It was a risk bringing Luka, but I wanted her here. She 
was my partner in crime. I knew every nook and cranny of 
her and we worked together like pretzels and chocolate. I 
figured even though she'd be recorded coming in and out, 
she had fake plates on, didn't stand out as an easily 
identifiable car, and frankly people would be too focused on 
me to care about my wheels. Plus, no one would even know 
anything was amiss until so far into the future that they'd 
never think to trace it back to this day. 

"Name!" he barked somehow identifying me as a non¬ 
regular employee. / wonder if employees have stickers on 
their car? I thought to myself and made a mental note to 
look at other cars in the parking lot - if I made it in. 

"Misty. Misty Barnes." I said holding my bracelet in my 
left hand with the Thought Stone gripped in my fist, forcing 
my way into his mind, convincing him I was on the list on 
the tablet in his hands. 



"Park in Lot A," he said gruffly smacking a button inside 
his booth that opened the gate. 

I held onto the stone as I passed through the gate and 
until I was well inside just in case he had second thoughts 
about letting me in. The reason for his gruffness wasn't 
rudeness, he was suffering from a major migraine, the 
feedback from his pain had made my own head pound. Poor 
guy! I thought to myself. It works in my favor he's so 
distracted by the pain, but that sucks. I made a promise to 
myself I'd see if I could help him after I was gone. 

I pretended to get lost looking for Lot A so I could eyeball 
a few of the cars parked in other lots. Any information on 
how these farms operate would be helpful in the future. I 
noticed that many had small, grey plastic cards Velcro- 
stripped to their windshields...Miysf be transponders for the 
gate, I thought to myself as I swung a U-turn and made my 
way towards what could only have been the main entrance 
to the building. 

I parked at the far end of Lot A, in the row of spots that 
faced Lot B. I couldn't just park in Lot B and blend my way 
into the site this time. I was going to have to talk my way in 
because I needed at a minimum a Visitor's Badge to avoid 
scrutiny. 

I had to assume there were security cameras everywhere 
so I was very aware of every move I made, trying to appear 
as natural as possible while nearly crapping myself. 

This was one of the big ones, the beginning of the end if I 
could pull it off. 

I locked Luka with a press of the button on the fob on my 
keychain, slipped the keys and my dummy BlackBerry into 
my briefcase, and walked towards the double glass doors of 
the main entrance. 

Thanks to the information I'd provided to Max and The 
Wick Burners they had been able to target each site. I now 
knew the names of some individuals at each location I 



needed to visit, - a most beneficial bit of knowledge, and 
had a general protocol for planting the larva. 

"Hi, Misty Barnes for Josh Pressman," I said to the man at 
the security desk. 

"Is he expecting you?" he asked looking at a list of names 
on a clipboard and obviously not finding Misty's. 

"He should be, he asked me to come in today," I said 
raising an eyebrow as if I was ever so slightly perturbed at 
possibly wasting my time. 

"Ah I see," he said setting aside the clipboard, lifting a 
phone receiver and dialing a four-digit extension, "Yup, 
sometimes they forget to give us an updated list if they add 
on odd 'n' ends for interviews and such," he continued as he 
waited for someone to answer. 

"Mr. Pressman, you have a Ms. Barnes to see you, says she 
has an appointment." 

A puzzled look spread over his face as Mr. Pressman told 
him, loud enough for me to hear over the phone, that he had 
no appointments on his schedule, had never heard of a Ms. 
Barnes, and hung up. 

"You heard?" he asked me rather sheepishly. 

"Yes," I smiled. "Perhaps you could call Mr. Pressman's 
assistant and ask her to come down? Maybe I'm on her 
schedule or something?" 

Relieved at being offered a solution to a problem not of 
his making and well above his pay grade, he quickly dialed 
Pressman's assistant - a woman I knew to be named Portia. 

"Ms. Portia, it's Hal in security. I've got a Ms. Barnes here 
who says she has an appointment with Mr. Pressman, but 
he's got nothing on his schedule, could you maybe come 
down and speak to her?" 

A small smile of relief spread across his face. "She'll be 
right down. She's a right nice lady. I'm sure she'll fix you 
up." 

"Thanks Hal," I said and walked to the seating area. 



Five minutes later a well-dressed black woman in her mid¬ 
forties approached Hal at the security desk and he pointed 
to me. Portia came over, extended her hand and introduced 
herself. 

I rose and shook her hand while pressing the Thought 
Stone between my ring and middle fingers and the palm of 
my left hand. I planted the idea in her mind that I'd been 
called by Mr. Pressman to set up an appointment to 
complete my work on a short-term project for an agency I 
was unable to disclose. 

"I appreciate your coming down Portia, but I doubt there 
is anything you can do. I was given clear instructions and 
was told to expect complete cooperation. It's obvious Mr. 
Pressman is too busy and possibly too incompetent to be 
trusted with this project." I acted very insulted that I'd come 
all this way and no one was prepared for my visit. I picked 
up my slim gunmetal grey briefcase and turned towards the 
exit as if to leave and calmly continued, "I'll let my retainer 
know the situation and they can take it up with whomever 
they need to. I've wasted enough time here today." I said all 
while pushing the idea via the Thought Stone that I must 
have been hired by a government agency to work on 
gathering data for a very specific national security project 
and that my employer would be most unhappy with this turn 
of events. 

"No, no. I'm sure we can straighten this out. What exactly 
do you need access to?" she asked looking just a little 
flustered. 

I felt ever so slightly bad for putting her through 
this...Looks like Max picked well when she targeted 
Pressman, It seems Portia Is used to covering for this jerk, I 
thought to myself as I replied, "I am supposed to inspect 
your facility for security clearance issues related to being an 
offsite backup data center. I need access to the server farm 
and a debrief on your security protocols. This was all 
supposed to be arranged before I got here," I said slightly 
frustratedly to keep heron edge. 



"I'm sure we can arrange a tour and a review of our 
protocols," she said hurriedly while trying to put the pieces 
together in her mind...S/7e got on campus so her name must 
have been on the gate list. Why didn't this request come 
across my desk? Maybe the agency she works for contacted 
Pressman directly to cut down on the paper trail. That man 
needs to be FIRED! I'm so damn sick of cleaning up his 
messes! "I don't know anything about the technical side of 
what we do here, but I'll be happy to take you on the tour 
and show you our protocols. Will that be sufficient or will you 
need one of our engineers to assist you?" 

"Nope," I said breathing a mental sigh of relief at the fact 
it looked like this was going to work. "I'm a systems 
engineer. I know exactly what I'm looking for to complete 
my report, I just need to physically see it before I can 
recommend your facility, or not," I continued. 

"If you wouldn't mind, I just need to see some ID so we 
can sign you in and get you a visitor's badge." 

"Of course," I replied pulling out the Department of 
Defense identification card Kurt had made for me, which Max 
had given me in Julian. Is this real? I'd asked her. What's 
rea/.^ She'd responded. Yes, it's real! You're holding it hence 
it is not imaginary. Is it official? No. But how many people 
have actually seen one in real life and would know a fake 
from a real one? Kurt created it from a real one he saw 
once. It won't get you into a Federal building, but it'll pass 
muster as an ID. Probably. 

Probably. I touched the Thought Stone as the word 
pounded in my head and Portia walked my ID to the security 
desk. I followed behind her hoping she wasn't married to an 
FBI agent or something. 

Luckily, The Wick Burners seemed to have done their 
homework. The people they'd chosen for me to interact with 
were well placed to allow me access without being overly 
paranoid about allowing me access. Pressman, you are the 
weakest link, I said to myself as I clipped the white badge 
with a large blue V on it to my jacket pocket. 



"What would you like to see first?" asked Portia. 

"The security protocol documents please," I replied. 
"Better to start there and then reconcile them against the 
physical server farm," I continued as if I knew what I was 
talking about. "You gotta risk it to get the biscuit." Oh fer 
fucks Laura! Reaiiy? You're gonna quote Fired Up! to 
yourseif right now???? I thought to myself as I followed 
Portia to the elevators. 

I followed Portia into a room one step up from what I 
imagined a police interrogation room to be like. My plan to 
touch nothing and leave no finger prints anywhere was 
working well so far as I let Portia open doors ahead of me. I 
sat at a metal desk in a plastic chair using the eraser end of 
a pencil to flip through, page-by-page, the two Policy, 
Procedure, and Protocol manuals provided to me by Portia. I 
made gibberish shorthand notes on a spiral-bound pad I 
pulled from my briefcase to feign work while Max and I 
connected via the Thought Stone in my left palm so she 
could eavesdrop on everything I was reading. Within an 
hour Max said she had everything she needed. It was all 
Greek as far as I was concerned, but I knew she was making 
sense out of the schematics, the infrastructure details, and 
security protocols I was showing her. 

You know what you need to do next, right? she asked? 

Yup. I'nn good. 

I finished the second binder, left it open next to the first 
one, put my notepad and pencil in my briefcase and said, 
"Okay, I'm ready to see the servers. But could we work a pit 
stop into the tour on our way?" I asked with a smile. 

"Absolutely!" she said visibly relaxed after an hour spent 
in near silence. 

Sticking to my touch-nothing policy, I was happy to see 
the bathroom had a push to enter door. I nudged it open 
with my foot, walked into an empty stall and used toilet 
paper to close and lock the stall door. Leaving the bathroom 
was a simple matter of using my stall door exit toilet paper 



to pump out a sheet of paper towel which was then used to 
operate the sink, soap and generate another piece of paper 
towel with which to dry my hands and open the bathroom 
door to exit before tossing into a trash can set next to the 
door...I/I//70 knew decades of being a germaphobe would 
have trained me for this assignment, I smiled to myself. 

Portia had waited for me in the hall outside the bathroom. 
As I followed her to the server room, I slipped the micro USB 
drive from the compartment in the Bakelite bracelet on my 
right arm and held it in my loosely closed left hand. 

"I'm gonna be starving when I'm done here," I said to 
Portia making conversation. "Is there any place to eat out in 
this area? I didn't see anything on the way in." 

"We've got a really nice cafeteria you're welcome to eat 
in, but other than that it's about a forty-five-minute drive to 
Henderson where most of us live. Searchlight is closer, but 
I've never really explored there...Most they probably have is 
a McDonalds," she said opening a black metal fire door. 

We stepped into a darkened room where thousands of 
eyes of red, green, and blue winked at us. Overhead, LED 
lights, set behind opaque diffuser panels, sensed our 
presence and flickered on. An army of computer filled racks 
stood at attention before us, humming white noise as they 
sent and received data packets around the world. The air 
was a crisp 65 degrees and humidity controlled to feel like a 
perfect fall day in Minnesota. / shouida been born a 
computer, I thought to myself enjoying my favorite climate. 

The room was organized like a Battleship game grid - 
alpha columns and numerical rows labeled discreetly by 
grey and black placards hanging from the acoustic ceiling 
tiles. Within what would be each unique grid square if 
someone took the time to mark the grid, stood a black metal 
rack, the shelves of which were horizontally stacked with 
slim computers acting as server units, linked to each other, 
and in some cases, to adjacent racks, by cables. 

My assignment from Max was to use The Orb pieces as 
needed to gain inside access to systems The Wick Burners 



couldn't reach from the outside, and drop the Hummingbird 
program onto as many server units, in as many different grid 
squares as possible, in multiple farms across the country. 
There were Wick Burners scattered across the world working 
in every imaginable occupation, inside every agency, utility, 
conglomerate, and government office, but to protect 
themselves they could never risk accessing materials, files, 
or systems outside of legitimate, job related purposes. They 
were mere watchers with no ability to prove what they knew 
regarding decades of cover-ups, price-fixing, tax scams, 
fraud, and political conspiracy. They needed someone to act 
as their instrument so they could remain undetected. They 
needed deniability for source-infected software, persistent 
backdoors, and access to valid login credentials used to 
control systems and access data. They needed an antidote 
to the hypocrisy that allows agencies, governments, and 
corporations to collect information and operate in secrecy 
while expecting citizens to never ask questions or demand 
answers about where tax money goes, how decisions are 
made, and what, if anything, is being done to protect the 
citizens and customers of the world. The Burners planned to 
combine their intimate knowledge of how systems are set 
up, their access to the systems as employees and 
consultants, and the data Hummingbird would collect 
without implicating the well-placed Burners, to bring the 
entire internet system under their control. Carnyx would 
take credit for Hummingbird one day and give cover to the 
Burners to continue to work in obscurity. It had occurred to 
me more than once that this was the same foundation upon 
which the mafia and politicians operate - but the difference 
was, I trusted the Burners I knew. Their co6e of character 
was beyond reproach. 

I set my briefcase down on a table posted along the wall 
we'd just entered through and pulled out my notepad, a 
pen, and a digital thermometer. Consulting it, I said, "Okay, 
let's go." 



Portia followed me as I walked from rack to rack 
pretending to inspect the systems. Max had given me a few 
pointers to make me look like I knew what I was doing - 
check connections, the temperature of zones in different 
areas of the farm, the make and model of the units, anything 
to make me look busy. An actual systems engineer would 
have known me for a fake in a second, but luckily The Wick 
Burners had seen to it I'd be with Portia. 

As we stopped to "inspect" each rack, I continued to 
make small talk about living in Henderson and the weather 
with Portia as I covertly stuck the micro USB drive into the 
USB port of any unit I could get access to without Portia 
noticing my movements and pretended to take notes while 
counting to thirty - slowly, just to make sure I gave it enough 
time to download before pulling the drive. Max had said the 
zipped file would only need about 20 seconds to download 
onto each machine, but I didn't want to risk ripping it out 
too soon and this whole charade being for naught. 

Like a female hummingbird, I flew from one area of the 
farm to another, dipping my beak in different flowers sipping 
the nectar and spreading pollen which would fertilize the 
system - unleashing the program into every unit it sat upon 
and every unit connected to that unit, and every system 
that interacted with those units... 

My thoughts drifted back to the diagram Max had drawn 
me on the back of a paper placemat that day in Julian as 
we'd sat on faded wooden benches at weathered wooden 
picnic tables on the patio of a cafe. 

Max pushed aside the empty plates of apple pie and half¬ 
full mugs of hot chocolate and drew what looked like a web 
spun by a cocaine-junky spider. 'After you provided the 
information you gave us when we first met," she said 
cryptically referring to the information I'd pulled from the 
minds of the bearded weasels at Antikythera, "we all got to 
thinking about what else could be accomplished. It's fine to 
be able to read bits and bytes here and there, but there 



might be a way to see the whole picture.” She'd gone on to 
quietly explain, so as not to draw the attention of the people 
drifting by, that if you placed multiple dots anywhere on the 
web she'd drawn, each dot was connected in some way to 
another one. It might not always be a direct line, but the 
link was there. Dots on the web could be individual personal 
computers connecting to online banking, credit bureaus, the 
IRS, shops, or schools; while other dots could be corporate 
intranets connecting to their "cloud" storage, payroll 
providers, or in the case of hospitals, their third-party billing 
and record holding systems. Other dots might be 
intelligence community employees using their systems to 
communicate amongst themselves or with local law 
enforcement or with Congress members and staff. And still 
other dots were server farms...Giant warehouses of 
computers used by businesses like on-line retailers, software 
and computer manufacturers, search engines, email 
providers, data aggregators, cell phone providers, banks, 
credit bureaus, schools, payroll processors, government 
agencies and offshoots of all of the above, of all sizes, to 
store and share data. 

She could see I wasn't tracking where she was going with 
this...so she looked at the bracelet on my arm, back at my 
eyes, and gave a tiny nod of her head. Grasping her 
meaning, I touched the Thought Stone and I heard her 
thoughts. Don't confuse the fact that nnuch of the 
connnnunication I'nn talking about here is encrypted, with the 
fact that it's connected. We're not trying to jump into the 
middle of communications and see what they are all saying, 
we're going to use the connections to spread small packets 
of software, which will help us with direct access. The only 
safe computer or network will be one that sits alone or on 
its own network disconnected from the internet at large, she 
said drawing a second, isolated web with two computers 
connected to a single printer. What our program does is 
attach itself to packets of information sent between rubes 
and noobs. 



Hold on, what the hell are rubes and noobs? 

Her laughter in my head was so loud I worried for a 
minute that people around us could hear it. 

Oh Laura, she chuckled, / forget how green you are to all 
this. I'm sorry A noob is a person using tech who has no 
idea how any of it works. Yes, exactly like your mother-in- 
law, she replied answering the image that formed in my 
head of my mother-in-law's house littered with two 
computers, a smartphone, a Bluetooth connected watch, Wi¬ 
Fi security cameras, a tablet, internet connected televisions, 
and an app-controlled front door lock - none of which did 
she understand in the slightest and half of which was 
probably contaminated with malware. A rube is someone 
who thinks they know how tech works, uses it, and ends up 
FUBARing everything because they didn't want to hire a pro 
for ego or skin-flint reasons. 

I asked her aloud if she wanted anything from inside as I 
got up to order some fries. Sitting and having a silent 
conversation in public looks odd and I really didn't want to 
draw attention to our table - well, any more attention than 
Max's scarf wrapped around her hair and birth-marked face 
and slung over her shoulder a la Grace Kelly was already 
bringing. How quickly people forget the glamour of a well 
draped scarf protecting one's hair as they cruise down the 
101 in a convertible, when they can just leap to MUSLIM 
TERRORIST thanks to our pathetic news media and their 
relentless fear mongering meant to distract from the 
absolute corruption of our politicians. 

“No, I'm fine. Well, maybe get a double order of fries," 
she said staring down a couple who'd just climbed off a 
Harley and were giving her the side-eye like she might have 
an explosive vest on under her jacket. 

We continued our conversation as I placed the order and 
waited for the fries to come up. It had taken a bit of practice 
to learn how to have two conversations at once, but it was 
pretty easy once you didn't focus on either one too hard, 
and it was especially easy to just listen to someone over the 



Thought Stone while speaking aloud to someone else, so as I 
fell in line behind the two leather-chaps clad bikers and then 
gave the cashier the order and paid her, I listened to Max 
explain more of her plan. 

So, as I was saying, when our software, we call It 
Hummingbird, arrives at a new computer, it does two things 
- first, it clones itself and the clone immediately flies out on 
another packet the next time a new connection is made to a 
different system, and secondly it finds the memory of the 
GPU... 

The what?\ asked silently. 

The Graphics Processing Unit. It's the bit of every 
computer, tablet, phone, e-device, that turns code into 
icons, pictures, and other easy to use images like, say, login 
windows. The program you're going to plant for us will 
travel, attached to data packets, across connected devices. 
Those packets will arrive on devices and sit in the RAM from 
which they will be reassembled by the CPU and GPU to 
perform routine tasks like letting you log into a website... 

...Yes, she chuckled in my head. Random Access Memory, 
you did actually learn something in 6th grade computer 
class. 

The GPU has its own memory, which it uses to perform 
tasks - this is where Hummingbird is programmed to go; it 
will live in the memory of the GPU, like its own little rain 
forest where it consumes nectar and insects - login 
protocols and credentials. Almost all logins these days are 
done within an image of some sort - a window that contains 
instructional and field location graphics and often requires 
JavaScript - the bane of my existence, but something which 
actually helps in this instance...Anyway, because the GPU 
resolves and renders images on a computer, it has access to 
whatever is entered into said images - which is to say, 
usernames and passwords - and the corresponding account 
which is being accessed by said login credentials, for 
example a web page or database, she explained as I stood 
waiting for our order, watching the people around me go 



about their business completely oblivious to the fact I was 
having a silent conversation with someone on the patio. 

Hummingbird wiii consume a copy of every access 
protocoi, iogin credentiai and reiated individuai's name, and 
the reiated program used on the machine within which it 
finds itseif, pi us it wiii gobbie up the device's iP address and 
open up an access port for iater use. Hummingbird wiii fiy 
home, either by a timer i've programmed, or by a maximum 
iimit of kiiobytes of consumed data - we don't want them to 
be too big or they may get noticed when they "fiy" away - 
to a system controiied by me. With those credentiais, iP 
addresses, and an avaiiabie port, we'ii not oniy be abie to 
access systems to view what data they contain, we'ii be 
abie to make adjustments and additions to those systems, 
and because of the nature of the internet - systems aiways 
coming on and connecting at different times to different 
systems - Hummingbird shouid continue to iive for years if 
not forever aiiowing us to keep iogins up-to-date after resets 
and coiiect from new systems as they come oniine. 

“Order 92! Order Nine two!" said a voice over the PA 
system. 

Something niggled at the back of my brain, something I'd 
read once... 

Yes, most consumers have dynamic iP addresses, said 
Max answering the question I hadn't yet formed. 

THAT'S what i was trying to remember! I shouted in my 
head. 

She just chuckled in mine and continued as I picked up 
the red plastic tray with our two orders of fries and stopped 
at the condiment table. 

As I pumped ketchup and ranch dressing into tiny paper 
cups and grabbed some napkins, Max explained. The 
dynamic iP addresses won't matter much once we're in the 
systems operated by the iSPs, the internet Service 
Providers, the same goes for VPNs. 

VP-what's? \ asked. 



Virtual Private Networks. They're a service offered by 
companies that obscure a computer user's path on the 
internet. Your computer uses your ISP to connect to a VPN 
provider, from there you can browse the web without your 
ISP tracking where you go and selling that information to, 
well, anyone who wants it. Anyway, Hummingbird will 
provide the links between people and logins and the 
systems they use, even if their IP address changes we can 
view their account information in their ISP's system and 
read their new IP address which is all we need to call up 
their computer. The dynamic thing may mean it'll be a little 
more work if we have to access individual targets, individual 
people's personal computers, but for the most part the info 
we want is held by computers assigned static iP addresses, 
mostly because they need to be able to be called up 
regularly and can't be dynamic or no one would find them. 
Think of it like that old commercial for Empire Carpet - call 
one eight hundred five eight eight two three hundred, 
Empiiire TODAY! she sang in my head. That eight hundred 
number is static, never changes even though it might be 
routed to call centers in who knows where. On the other 
hand, the person who calls that number could be using a 
cell phone, a land line, their work phone, or their mother's 
phone and be reachable at any of those numbers - they 
have a dynamic phone number, it changes, but it's not 
impossible to track them down. 

As we ate our fries, sitting next to the biker couple who I 
confirmed, and informed Max, thought her, Muslim 
headscarf or not, too old to be of any danger, we continued 
our conversation. 

Max went on to explain that, much as a live adult 
hummingbird is a sum of the parts it has consumed, so 
would the digital one be. Thanks to the interconnectivity of 
devices on the web, and thanks to lax security and greed 
being the norm, breaking through the chainmail of the 
internet was only as difficult as finding weak links. Those 
weak links would render the whole system vulnerable. In 



just a few weeks, millions of digital hummingbirds would fly 
home through the network of the web, to a mini server farm 
operated by Max, firewalled to only allow incoming 
communications from packages that could authenticate as 
Hummingbird, carrying with them the knowledge of 
everything they had eaten in their ecosystems. The data 
carried by Hummingbird would be stitched together by The 
Wick Burners into an electronic tapestry of digital access 
and knowledge allowing them to, in theory, infiltrate any 
system connected to the internet and eavesdrop upon, or 
control, any organization. 

After we finished our fries that day, we'd cleaned up our 
area and started walking towards Max's Subie when I had an 
idea. 

You want to try a different piece of The Orb? I asked her 
via the Thought Stone but hiding my idea from her. 

“What'd you have in mind" she asked sensing I was up to 
something. 

I pulled off the Trinity Ring and handed it to her. "Do you 
know what it does?" I asked. 

I recall you said it can focus energy and create a power 
wave of some sort. 

"Wanna give it a go?" I asked wickedly directing her 
attention towards the monstrous Harley our fellow diners 
had roared up on. 

She slipped it on her thin middle finger and looked at me 
for instruction. 

"Just think of the stones, of the metal, of the whole piece, 
and feel the vibration of the charge, the torque. Can you 
feel it?" 

"I can, it tingles." 

"Will it to move the target. Imagine what you want to 
happen and focus on that tingle, release the tingle," I said 
chuckling at how absurd it sounded but knowing it was the 
best description I could give her. 

We stood a half a block away and watched the bikers' 
beers, burgers, fries, and onion rings go flying off their table 



and into the bushes on the other side of the patio railing. 

“I couldn't hurt the bike - it didn't do anything wrong," 
she said handing me back the ring with a grin. "That felt 
good," she said as we watched the couple scramble to their 
feet and try to grasp what had just happened. 

I forced the memory of that day away and focused on the 
job at hand. I still had to visit four other data centers to 
insure a good distribution of Hummers...wouldn't do to get 
caught at the first location because I was distracted. 

"Well, that's me all done Portia. Thanks so much for your 
help. I'll submit my report to my employer tonight and 
they'll take it from there." I said folding my notepad shut 
and heading towards the table at the front of the room. 

Portia walked me to the front door and I handed her my 
visitor badge. I could feel her eyes on me as I made my way 
across the parking lot. 

I didn't look back, but I did reach out to her via the 
Thought Stone once I was sitting in my car to see if I needed 
to worry about her being suspicious of me. At that moment 
she was thinking, / wonder how she got her hair to look like 
that, it really looks iridescent, like the peacock colors of oil 
in a puddle of water on a sunny day 

Sooooo, not calling the FBI I'nn guessing, I smiled to 
myself as I started Luka. 

As I passed the guard booth on the other side of the gate 
I remembered my promise to help the guard if I could. 

I took a good look at his face as he looked at me and gave 
a limp wave goodbye in response to my more exuberant 
one. 

I drove to the first turn 1.7 miles down the road, pulled 
onto what could be considered a shoulder, put Luka in 
neutral and set the e-brake. I knew I was out of sight of the 
data center and even if someone came along they'd figure I 
was lost and would most likely ignore me. 



I touched the Thought Stone and pictured the guard. I 
recoiled and jerked my hand off the stone as the throbbing 
pain and nausea washed over me. "Wow! It's bad!" I said to 
myself out loud. 

I'd never tried this before - using the amethyst Healing 
Stone without actually touching the patient, but I figured it 
couldn't hurt to try. I hoped. 

Prepared for what I was going to experience, I reached 
out again. Having suffered from migraines for nearly thirty 
years - thank you, hormones - I was able to 
compartmentalize the pain and urge to toss my cookies so I 
could focus on using the Healing Stone. I knew enough 
about migraines to know the pain comes from dilated blood 
vessels and the pressure that builds as a result of too much 
blood trying to travel its normal routes over angry nerves. I 
concentrated on imagining touching the parts of his head 
that hurt the most. I reached out while pressing my fingers 
against the Thought Stone and the Healing Stone 
simultaneously, and imagined touching the base of his neck 
on the right side, his right temple, the right side of his 
forehead, and finally laying my whole imaginary hand over 
the right side of the back of his skull. 

I felt the cool trickle of relief in my own brain as the pain 
in his subsided. I had no idea if I'd fixed anything or just 
caused temporary relief - either way I was taking it as a win. 

I put Luka in gear, released the e-brake, and drove off 
towards Henderson where I had official Benevolent Society 
business. 

Thieves Like Us by New Order came on in the background 
of my consciousness causing me to realize I'd never turned 
the radio up. I cranked the volume, pulled off my wig, 
glasses, and eyelashes, and one handedly put them back in 
their plastic bag. With a bit of tissue and some lip balm I got 
most of the purple lipstick off. I took off my heels and 
tossed them in the floorboard of the passenger seat, peeled 
off the black jacket I'd been wearing to reveal a green jersey 



baby doll dress bunched up underneath and tucked into the 
black hose under my skirt. I unzipped the black skirt and 
wiggled out of it, tossing it in the back next to my jacket. I 
untucked the dress, which had made a nice, body shape- 
altering ring of stuffing around my midsection, from my hose 
and smoothed it down over my legs and under my butt. 
Driving in stocking feet and brown contacts, but feeling way 
more like myself, I rolled the windows down and relaxed as I 
drove towards Henderson. 




April 8, 2016 

Intelligence Agency Offices All Over the World 
5 p.m. Greenwich Mean Time 

Because some systems are more isolated than others, the 
Wick Burners needed help I couldn't easily give them, if at 
all, so they called some old friends. 

Precisely at five o'clock London time. Hummingbird was 
placed on a single work station in each of eleven agencies 
worldwide. Hummingbird traveled throughout the agencies' 
intranets like its namesake bird, flitting from device to 
device, sipping up login nectar and searching for any 
available exit - an iPad here, a laptop connected to Wi-Fi 
there, eventually most machines connect to the internet for 
one reason or another, even something as innocuous as 
connecting for an operating system update meant 
Hummingbird could fly home allowing Wick Burner access to 
login credentials which could eventually be used to poke the 
heart of the spy world. A backdoor through an employee's 
home computer, an American consulate office, the TSA and 
Border Patrol terminals at travel nexuses, or even supplying 
the passcodes to the same employees who had planted 
Hummingbird - it wouldn't take much to find a crack. 

Treason - it's one of those words defined by the victors, 
isn't it? The families who backed Bonnie Prince Charlie and 



lost at Culloden were labeled traitors and cleared out of their 
own country. They could own Scotland now, but instead it's 
the descendants of those who supported George II still 
running the show. Benedict Arnold was a traitor because the 
rebels won. If England had won, he'd be a hero. The men 
who signed the Declaration of Independence are called our 
Founding Fathers and held up as examples of virtuous 
Americans, but if England had won they'd have been 
labeled traitors, probably drawn and quartered, and most 
definitely not have their images printed on currency of any 
kind. 

What is it that drives some people to break the rules, to 
pick a side, especially when it seems to be against their own 
best interests? Sure, there's money and blackmail, revenge 
and sex, but those are the pedestrian reasons of weak 
people. It's the people with ideals, moral compasses that 
compel some them towards lonely paths walked by ghosts of 
others who've chosen rebellion. The individuals who 
protected people on the Underground Railroad, the women 
who stood up and demanded the vote, the families who 
shielded Jews from Nazis...They broke the rules for the right 
reasons. Maybe someday we could say the same. 


April 9th, 2017 

Outside Henderson, Nevada 

The family Myra had found in Henderson could trace their 
roots all the way back to Scotland, but as I pulled up outside 
their trailer it was obvious that money was going to mean a 
lot more than genealogy. 

Normally I preferred to keep Benevolent Society 
assistance completely anonymous, but in this case, there 
was just no way to help but to do it in person with a 
generous supply of cash. There weren't any bills we could 
pay off for them, there was nowhere to send a check from 



the Society and guarantee they'd get it, and we couldn't just 
deposit money in their account without triggering alerts to 
the IRS. 

From what Myra told me, I knew that Tara and Mark had 
been high school sweethearts and that Mark had enlisted in 
the Army in June of 2005, two days after graduation, on his 
eighteenth birthday. Tara and Mark got married two weeks 
later - two weeks before he left for boot camp. He'd served 
three tours - two in Afghanistan and one in Iraq - before 
finally being honorably discharged in 2013. He'd come 
home to Henderson just over two years ago, to Tara, their 
three-year-old daughter, and a collapsed economy. The 
trauma of eight years of war coupled by not being able to 
find a civilian job to support his family had triggered 
depression and probably PTSD. 

Myra had learned all this after discovering Mark was a 
very distant cousin of hers and had reached out to him to 
share genealogical information. It had been Tara who 
responded to Myra's initial phone call, and desperate for 
someone to talk to, found herself bawling in the nearby gas 
station bathroom telling Myra, a perfect stranger, what the 
last eleven years had been like. The endless worry, the 
things Mark had seen in the Middle East, the VA was useless, 
their families wanted to help but were struggling themselves 
in the current economy, and Tara was truly afraid Mark was 
going to do something desperate. Tara said they just 
needed a break. They didn't have money to move to a place 
with more job opportunities. Mark didn't have much support 
in town because those who understood what he'd been 
through and had come back to town were just as messed up 
as he was. They just needed a direction. She had her job 
cocktailing in Vegas, and it paid the bills, but allowed them 
to save nothing. Mark had given up on trying to find a job - 
now he just alternated between angry and depressed. His 
only joy was their daughter. Marigold - Goldie for short. Tara 
worried what would happen when Goldie started school in 
the fall and Mark was left to himself while she was at work. 



Myra and I had hatched a plan. A two-pronged strike. 


Step one, I said to myself as I walked up the steps to the 
trailer door. Myra had said today was one of Tara's two days 
off so I hoped she'd be home as I knocked. 

I heard someone inside approach the door so I backed 
down the three steps and stood looking up into the doorway. 

The door pulled open and a man looking to be in his early 
thirties stood staring down at me. 

"Mark?" I asked. 

"Who are you?" he replied a little overly gruffly for my 
comfort, but hey, eight years of check points, strangers, and 
lEDs, I couldn't say I blamed him. 

"My name's Laura. I come in peace, I swear." I said with a 
smile to try to disarm the situation. "I've been hired to come 
here and deliver something to you, something that's yours 
by birthright. An inheritance." 

Just then a little blonde head poked around the side of his 
thigh and said, "Who's there. Daddy?" 

"Don't know yet," he said looking me right in the eye. 
"Go back to the couch, Goldie." 

"Look, here's my driver's license," I said fishing it out of 
the wallet in my messenger bag and handing it to him. "A 
cousin of mine is a genealogist who was hired to find the 
descendants of a family in Scotland. You, and your daughter 
there, are beneficiaries of a trust set up by that family a long 
time ago. I'm not sure of all the details; I'm just here to give 
you a copy of the documents and your entitlement. My 
cousin lives in Texas, I live closer to you, so she asked me to 
take care of this for the family that hired her." I said reaching 
for my license back. 

He handed it to me, but even without the Thought Stone I 
could tell he was calculating a lot of variables in his mind. 

I heard a car pull up behind me and turned to look. Must 
be Tara, I thought as a thirty or so year-old woman opened 
the car door and got out not taking her eyes off of me. 

"Everything okay Mark?" she asked nervously. 



"Yeah. It's fine," he answered looking down at me, daring 
me to prove him wrong. 

"Look, all I need to do is give you this envelope if you're 
Mark McDunn." I said pulling a fat packet from my bag. 

"Back up," be suddenly barked. 

"Okay, okay," I said taking a few quick steps backwards 
instinctively putting my hands above my head while still 
holding the packet. 

I could see out of my peripheral vision, Tara start to walk 
towards Mark who was coming down the steps. 

"Stay there," he growled at her. 

I lowered my arms as I backed up a few more steps. 
"Look, it's just papers. Some documents explaining who the 
family is, and cash," I said opening the envelope enough 
that he could see inside. Good grief, Myra, what the hell did 
you get me into! This is scarier than crashing the data 
center to plant illegal software! 

"Take the papers out and show me!" he commanded. 

You need some help. Dude, I thought as I pulled out the 

two groups of papers.I flipped through the stack of cash 

still bound together by the paper bank strip to show him it 
was just currency. Then I unfolded the documents Myra had 
fabricated indicating there was an inheritance and how Mark 
fit into the family tree and shook them. "See, just papers." 

"Mark, dammit, stop it!" said Tara coming over to me. 
"What's this all about?" she asked me pointedly. 

"My cousin, a genealogist, enlisted me to deliver this. 
Your husband, that is your husband, right? He's entitled to 
this money as a descendant of a family in Scotland." 

"A genealogist?" she looked at me with her head cocked 
sideways like a Chihuahua listening to something no one 
else can hear. 

"Mark, go inside and check on Goldie, I've got this," she 
said as she turned to her husband who was obviously 
battling a demon or two and needed desperately to remove 
himself from the situation. 

She turned back to me and said, "Let's sit." 




I followed her over to a set of patio furniture in the shade 
and we sat. 

"I'm sorry about Mark. He is suspicious of strangers, 
especially ones carrying things." 

"Makes sense," I said wondering where this was going to 
go, but interested to watch it unfold without using the 
Thought Stone. Tara fascinated me. She was a tiny little 
thing - 5'3" maybe and barely 100 pounds. Light brown hair 
with what could only be natural, sun bleached highlights on 
the curves of the curls that framed her face. And brown 
eyes that had seen more than most eighty-year-olds. 

"So, a genealogist? Any chance she lives in Texas and 
told you a story about talking to a sobbing stranger?" she 
asked getting right down to business. 

I handed her the envelope I'd re-stuffed as we walked to 
the table. "I'm sure I don't know what you're talking about," 
I said with a wink. 

She flipped through the money and gaped. "There must 
be twenty thousand dollars here!" 

"There's exacf/y twenty thousand dollars there. It's yours. 
No strings, no signatures, no anything. Use it how you see 
fit. All we ask is if anyone asks how you got it, you stick to 
the inheritance story and show people the documents." 

"Well what other story would I tell them? Some fairy 
godmothers showed up and waved their glittery wands 
around?" she responded with a raised eyebrow and a smile. 
"Okay mystery woman, we'll do this your way." 

"The name's Laura. I even showed your husband my 
driver's license. Myra really is my cousin. The only "story" 
here is the one about your husband being an heir. The 
money is legit, we know people who administer a fund, but 
they want to keep it anonymous. It's not drug money or 
anything criminal if that's what you're worried about. Myra 
just thought it would be easier for Mark to accept the money 
if he didn't think it was charity, and there was no way to 
help you guys other than to give you the cash - there 
weren't debts to pay off or anything." 



"What makes you think I'll take charity?" she snapped 
slapping the envelope on the table. 

"Because it's not pity money, because you're a mom and 
because you have a husband who needs help. I told you the 
truth because I think you need something real in your life to 
hold onto. There are people who give a crap, sometimes you 
just have to let them help." 

She leaned back in her chair and crossed her arms. I 
could feel Mark's eyes on us from the window at the end of 
the trailer. 

"You really think twenty-grand is going to fix everything?" 
she asked harshly. 

"I think it's a start. I think you guys can go somewhere 
with more job opportunities and better support for Mark. 
And I think the VA is going to be getting its ass handed to it 
soon -Step Two of my agreement with Myra - which may not 
help Mark immediately, but it will give him a sense that 
someone else is fighting this battle with him." Dammit 
Laura, now she's going to link you to Carnyx when this ail 
goes down! Can't you keep your hole shut? 

Tara just looked at me, her polished mahogany eyes 
staring into my moss green irises. We had an 
understanding. She'd keep my secret if it ever needed to be 
kept. 

"So, anywhere in particular you think you'll go?" I asked 
breaking the spell. 

"I think California. We went there for our honeymoon - all 
three days of it. We spent most of the time driving there 
and back, but we had one whole day in San Diego. We went 
to Balboa Park, Julian, and Moonlight beach all in one day. 
What are you smiling about?" she demanded. 

"I live there," was all I said as I stood up to leave. "Here, 
give me that envelope," I said pulling a pen out of my bag. I 
wrote my phone number on the back of it and handed it 
back to her. "It's expensive to live there, but it can be done. 
Call me when you've decided and if you're coming. I'll help 
you find a place with good schools for Goldie. I might even 



be able to help out with jobs. Plus, there's bound to be 
plenty of support for Mark from service members considering 
all the Navy and Marine bases around. Talk to your family. 
Keep Myra and me in the loop." 

Tara walked me to Luka. "Thank you," she said softly and 
walked towards the trailer. 

As I pointed Luka towards the 215 I realized I was 
exhausted, but also too intoxicated with adrenaline to sleep. 
My plan had been to stay the night in Vegas and drive to my 
next stop in the next morning, but the thought of going 
anywhere near The Strip made me twitch a bit so I decided 
to just keep driving - Dream Machine by Tesla Boy ironically 
pushing me forward. 

Food! I thought to myself, waking from my musical stupor. 
Both Luka and I are going to need some before deadheading 
to idaho. I'd turned on my personal cell phone outside of 
Henderson after I'd left the McDunn house. My presence in 
the area wasn't supposed to be a secret, and I suddenly had 
the urge to be connected to something. I understood how it 
must feel for Mark and Tara to be cut loose from the military 
and floating alone without support. Isolation does 
something strange to humans - sometimes it heals us and 
sometimes it breaks us. 

I pulled over and opened a map app on my phone. I 
typed in “grocery store" and "Henderson" to find the nearest 
one knowing I'd be guaranteed to be able to make a meal 
out of, if nothing else, a loaf of bread, peanut butter, and 
jelly - and chances were a gas station would be in the 
vicinity. 

I spent the next eight days completing a circuit that took 
me through Utah, Colorado, New Mexico, Arizona, and back 
home to Pullaay. In all I visited five data centers and 
released Hummingbird on as many of the servers in each 
farm as I could. Max had explained that dropping the 
program "larva" directly onto these servers would allow it to 



spread nationally, and probably even internationally, 
gathering up information for which The Wick Burners would 
be waiting. I also visited a total of five families on official 
Benevolent Society business along my route. 

When I pulled up in front of my little red, white, and blue 
rental cottage, I suddenly felt the exhaustion of the last 
week catch up with me. I dragged myself and my bags in 
the side door, left them in the washroom, and fell asleep on 
the couch. 

I woke up at 2:30 in the morning, made myself a peanut 
butter and jelly sandwich, started a load of laundry, and 
went back to bed on the couch. 

The sun streaming through the eastern facing windows 
woke me a few hours later. I stretched and padded to the 
kitchen to start a pot of tea. While the water burbled and 
hissed in the coffee maker turned tea brewer I finished 
unpacking and started a new load of laundry. I hung the wig 
of my alter ego. Misty Barnes, in the bathroom to air out, 
unpacked the rest of her "face" to be cleaned up, and laid 
her skirt suit on the dryer for a twirl in the dry-cleaning bag 
later. I wasn't sure I was done with Misty yet - I'd have to 
wait and see what Max said about the distribution of 
Hummingbird, hopefully I'd hit enough data centers to 
spread it through a sufficient number of servers. 



Chapter XXIV 


I needed to refocus. Hummingbird would do its job soon 
enough, but right now I needed to figure out how to 
complete the second part of Myra's and my plan, and I was 
gonna need tea to do it. And music. 

I plugged my ancient iPod Classic into the player on the 
sofa-back table and pressed play. Hot Tequila Brown by 
Jamiroquai filled the living room, which of course required a 
dance break...Some music just does that, doesn't it? It wraps 
itself around you, takes control of you, and forces you to 
move to its rhythm. Thank Dog it does, because I needed 
that mental reset of getting lost in something that required 
no thinking. When Car?r?ecy AVeaf immediately followed, I let 
it play and got down, down, down, down. The blood was 
flowing and my head was sufficiently cleared when Boys of 
Summer by Don Henley came on so I sat down at the round 
wooden breakfast table with my enormous mug of steaming 
tea and got to work. 

Myra and I had agreed that the Veteran's Administration 
needed to be added to the list of organizations Carnyx 
should have words with. I stared into my beer colored tea 
and allowed myself to drift back to that night at The Tree 
when we'd all written down our individual goals for 
Carnyx...Lawrence Dodd, Sunset Villas, Stephen Marshall, 
Paloma's Hospital, Russian dog breeders, finding Payne, 
Bronco, Cunningham-Tyllson...AII done. Checked off my list. 
And now, with Hummingbird on the loose, Taibhsear Corp, 
Hunter Bank (and the other financial fraudsters), would 
fall...and before long all our focus would be on DC and 
London...But for now, until the rest could be tackled, the VA 
and I were going to go a few rounds. 



"Good times", I said out loud to the kitchen as my phone 
dinked indicating a notification. I knew from the sound it 
was the 1001 Nights app. It was from Clementine. 

Coming to Caii. Wiii emaii you flight info. 

Aii has pian for Payne's car. 

I messaged her back a semi-colon and closed parenthesis. 
A few minutes later I received an email from her indicating 
they were coming to visit for a vacation and some 
professional research, and would love to see me - perfectly 
normal communication between friends who might want to 
travel to California to research pastry and gems and have a 
little time off from responsibilities at home, right? I emailed 
her back that of course I'd love to see them, told her they 
must stay with me while they were in town, and said I'd pick 
them up at the airport. I mentioned they could rent a car at 
any time if they wanted to strike out on their own, but there 
were lots of things to do within walking distance of my 
cottage and they could borrow my car any time I wasn't 
using it. She emailed me back with their flight info - they'd 
be arriving on Monday..in five days. 

So, what can I do in the few days that wiii make the VA 
beg me to stop? I wondered leaning back on the rear two 
legs of my chair. My thoughts were interrupted by a text. 
The legs of the chair clattered against the tile floor as I 
reached for my phone... 

We're here. -Tara 

"Holy carp!" I said staring at my phone. "Girlfriend 
doesn't mess around!" I pressed the button to call her 
number back and waited for her to answer. 

"Tara? It's Laura. Where are you? When did you get 
here?" 

"Hang on a second...Okay, sorry, I wanted to step outside 
because Mark and Goldie are sacked out inside. We're 



someplace called University Town Center? We're right off 
the 805, near MCAS Miramar. We kind of used the base as a 
beacon - they might be Marines, but military is military, 
right? We got here last night. It's completely nuts! After 
you left we talked, and Mark became a man on a mission - 
but in a good way, it's like he had something to pour all his 
mental and physical energy into. I went to work the day 
after you left and when I came home he'd bought an ancient 
minivan from a friend, found this hotel, and brought home a 
bunch of empty boxes. Before we knew what the hell we 
were doing we'd packed up everything we cared about, 
threw it in the van and the car, and started driving here. I 
quit my job by cell phone from a gas station in Barstow!" 

I laughed at her sheer disbelief at what they'd just done, 
"I know exactly where you are. What hotel are you at, I can 
be there in about an hour." 

"Oh, you don't have to do that." 

"The hell I don't. You're in my town. You guys are going 
to have a great weekend vacation and next week we'll find 
you a house and get to work on finding jobs and a support 
system, but for now I'm coming down and taking you to the 
beach and lunch. Has Goldie ever seen the beach?" 

"Well, no, but really...you don't have to come here, I, I just 
wanted to tell you we were here...." 

"Don't even try it. You came all this way because of me. 
I'm not going to let you all down. It's a gorgeous day, we're 
going out! Period!" 

"Okay boss," she laughed with a tinge of relief. "We're at 
the Embassy Suites on Miramar Road." 

"I know it well. My mom stayed there once while she got 
her house tented. How long do you think Mark and Goldie 
will need to nap? Is an hour enough time?" 

"Oh yeah, I can't let them sleep much longer or they'll 
never sleep tonight." 

"Okay, I'll call you when I'm there and we'll meet in the 
lobby. You think Mark will be okay with this? He wasn't too 
fond of me last time we met." 



"He'll be fine. I kind of explained everything to him...You, 
Myra, the money. We don't have secrets." 

"I totally understand," I said to assuage the guilt I could 
hear creeping into her voice. I knew she felt bad ratting us 
out, but I knew from twenty years of marriage - "The only 
time you lie to your spouse is when it's about Christmas and 
birthday presents, right?" 

"Exactly," she laughed. "But don't worry, he won't tell 
anyone the truth. It would be too awkward. He'll stick with 
the inheritance story, especially since he can back it up with 
the documents." 

"No worries. I get it. Okay, see you in about an hour." 

"Okay, bye." 

The drive from Pullaay to University Town Center (UTC if 
you're a local), was an easy one along the coast. One of the 
benefits of living in a town for thirty-five years is that you 
learn all its quirks. The freeway and side streets around 
UCSD and the two strip malls that housed numerous 
restaurants and grocery stores would be gridlock by noon 
with all the students getting out of classes and the locals 
heading out for their lunch hour, but I'd be at the hotel by 
11:00 and out we'd be out of Dodge by 11:30. 

As I drove my brain wandered back to my VA dilemma. 
How are you going to stir up enough troubie for them to be 
forced to reaiiy act? The generai pubiic is so ignorant of the 
VA's faiiures and has no idea how badiy service members 
are negiected. They'd be horrified and outraged if they 
knew, but it's such an isoiated popuiation that's affected, 
their stories never make the mainstream. I wonder how 
many miiitary foiiowers Carnyx has? We need something 
that win expose how pooriy service members are provided 
for when they return home and are discharged from the 
miiitary A plan began to take form in my mind. I wondered 
if it would be possible as I drove into to the main entrance of 
the hotel. 



Tara and Mark were sitting on a sofa in the lobby when I 
walked in. Goldie was on the floor coloring in a book of sea 
creatures. 

"Hey guys," I said as they looked over at the automatic 
sliding doors I'd just walked through. 

"Hi," Mark said standing and nervously offering to shake 
my hand. "Look, I'm sorry about when we met..." he started. 

"No worries," I said shaking his hand. "It was a bizarre 
situation. I'm glad you decided to come out here. Things 
are going to get better, I promise." 

He smiled a smile that said, / hope you're right. 

Tara and Goldie walked over to stand on either side of 
him - two tiny pillars that would hold him up through what 
ever came at them next. 

"Hey, you're Marigold, aren't you?" I asked crouching 
down in front of the little girl who matched her name 
exactly. 

She hid behind her mom's legs and smiled in response. 
That is one of my favorite flowers. They're so sunny and 
happy and smell yummy. Did you know there's one called 
the King Tut? 

"Is it from Egypt?" she asked peeking out. 

"You know what, I have no idea. I'm totally going to look 
that up!" 

I stood and shook Tara's hand. "You guys ready to go 
have some fun?" 

"Fun would be good," said Tara suddenly looking worn 
out. 

The girls rode in back, while Mark and I commanded the 
cockpit. I drove them the back road by Scripps Aquarium so 
they could see where it was in case they wanted to take 
Goldie there over the weekend. I took them by La Jolla 
Shores and then down Torrey Pines Road into the heart of La 
Jolla. We stopped to pick up the pizza and salads I'd called 
ahead for, popped into a shop for an ice cream cake I threw 
into the little cooler I'd thrown in Luka's trunk, and I took 



them to The Cove for a picnic. After lunch, we walked down 
to see the seals at Children's Pool and then down to look for 
shells on the beach. 

We had an unspoken agreement - no talk of future plans 
today, just fun and relaxing. By the end of the afternoon all 
our feet were salty, our tummies were full, and Goldie had a 
little baggie of treasures she'd collected from the sand. By 
the time I dropped them at the hotel we were fast friends. 
Tara confided, while Mark and Goldie were chasing down a 
shell rolling in the surf, that this was the happiest she'd seen 
Mark since he'd come home from his first mid-east tour. 

"You guys are gonna be okay," I told her. 

"Yeah, I think you're right, but knowing that now makes 
me sad for all the service members who come back, separate 
from the military, and don't have a family to catch them." 

"Well, I'm working on that. Do you think Mark would be 
willing to help me out when the time comes?" 

"I think he'd demand it! And not because you gave us 
money, but because part of his anguish is feeling powerless. 
If you gave him something worthy of doing, especially if it 
helped his fellow service members, he'd be all over it." 

"I'll keep you posted," I said with a wink. 

As we'd driven back to their hotel, Mark asked me for 
names of neighborhoods they should check out...Sensing he 
needed something to chew on, even during their weekend 
vacation, I acquiesced. 

"Check out Poway, Scripps Ranch, Sabre Springs, Carmel 
Mountain, Rancho Bernardo and Rancho Pehasquitos...You'll 
get good safe housing and a great school for Goldie. Plus, 
there's a lot of new construction going up along the 56 
there, you might be able to find work close to home. I'll 
make a few phone calls about jobs later today and we'll chat 
on Monday." I said letting him know I knew what was eating 
at him so maybe he could relax with his girls for the next 
couple of days. 



I dropped them off at the hotel exhausted, sandy, and 
happy. 

That night I put my VA plan into action... 

Luka and I wound our way through the twisty roads of 
southeast of Pullaay in the dark. I needed access to a 
computer, one that had no link to me, and I knew where I 
might find a few. Rancho Santa Fe, AKA The Ranch or RSF if 
you're one of the few, the proud, the landed gentry, is 
nestled, like a great green oasis, between the congested 
sandy coast and the inland desert suburbs. It contains some 
of the most expensive land in the US, in a state where 
housing is already ridiculously overpriced. It's one of those 
real-life places where reality is completely suspended...It's 
like one of those movies or TV shows where the characters 
always look perfect, all have plenty of money for endless 
outfits and jewels, all drive stupidly expensive cars that 
never seem to breakdown, and all their children are born 
pre-accepted into the Ivy League school of their choice and 
grow up to be perfect students and athletes with perfect 
skin and hair. It's one of those fairylands where no one has 
back acne or barrel bellies, no one ages, and the private 
parties are both legion and legend - for those in the know. 
The homes are so large you could lose Paul Bunyan in a 
game of hide-and-seek, and the grounds are substantial 
enough to reenact The Battle of the Bulge. It's the only 
place I've ever heard of where the local US post office 
requires you to prove your residency in the zip code in order 
to open a post office box - yup, somehow, they have their 
own private US post office, funded by tax payers. Whenever 
California is in a drought - The Ranch remains green. 
Whenever it comes to politics - The Ranch remains red. I like 
consistency, but I also like flipping the bird at people who 
have so much money they've completely lost touch with 
reality, so it should come as no surprise that in my youth I 
drove the avenidas and caminos of RSF blaring Luke 



Skywalker and 2 Live Crew a little too loudly - hey, it was 
that or sit alone in my room watching Star Trek: The Next 
Generation AGAIN. Anyway, courtesy of my teenage late- 
night wanderlust. I'd gotten to know public roads normally 
only traversed by Phantoms and Shadows...and now the 
memories of those roads had come flooding back. Off the 
winding, looping, twisting, rolling roads, sat long driveways 
that led to homes that never slept - even when they were 
vacant and For Sale. 

I'd done my homework and found a few contenders. 
Homes up here were usually heavily secured with cameras 
and alarm systems mainlined into the Sheriff's Department, 
but I knew of a blind spot...Stables. 

When Mom had horses, she boarded them in The Ranch. 
When her friends bought horses, we rode at their RSF 
homes...They all had stables, and all the stables had power, 
phones, and cable...and some of them had no cameras. The 
rich are an interesting bunch, they like security as long as it 
doesn't interfere with their right to privacy. Rich people 
don't like to visit the homes of other rich people if they think 
their meetings can be recorded and used against them later. 
A friend today can be a bitter enemy the next in the world 
where old money meets new and mistresses can trigger pre¬ 
nuptial payouts. 

I flipped the toggle switch to cut the fuse powering my 
tail lights and turned off my headlights two streets before 
my left turn. One more reason to love older cars without 
Daytime Running Lights that you can't turn off without 
pulling a fuse, I thought as I pulled up to my first option. 
The driveway wasn't gated and the stables were below the 
house, off a side drive. The street was empty except for 
Luka, but I knew anyone driving by would just assume she 
belonged to a domestic and drive right by without thinking 
twice about her 1980s curves. I turned around, pointed her 
nose downhill towards the direction I'd just come from, and 
powered her down. 



sticking to the shadows created by the Eucalyptus and 
pines, I walked up the driveway, past the Sotheby's For Sale 
sign, and took the left driveway towards the barn. Due to 
the constant movement of light, animals, and trees, I knew it 
would be pretty pointless to have motion-sensing cameras 
out here, but on the off chance there were regular 
surveillance cameras. I'd altered my appearance by stuffing 
towels into long underwear beneath my black sweat pants 
and sweat shirt, popping in my jawbone changing mouth 
guard, and wrapping my braided hair up under an oversized 
baseball cap I'd found at the thrift store. 

The fog had rolled in making everything feel a bit Sleepy 
Hollow, but I was just outside the barn so I figured the 
chances of any headless horseman riding by were slim to 
none - the horses quietly munching hay in their stalls would 
have let me know well before now if anything, human or 
spirit, was around. One of the horses must have caught my 
scent when the wind changed as I peeked around the corner 
through the open double doors at the end of the barn, 
because he poked his head out of the stall with a mouthful 
of Teff hay as if to say, "Howdy, Stranger! Got any apples?" 
When it became apparent I had nothing of any interest to 
him, he pulled his head back into his stall and resumed 
snuffling around in his hay. The two mares, judging by the 
name plaques on their stalls, further up from "Stony" didn't 
even bother to check me out. I knew from experience, if 
there were any cameras in the barn, they were most likely in 
the stalls and used to monitor the horses, but not wanting to 
take too many chances, I walked around the outside of the 
barn and down to the far end where I'd seen the dull yellow 
glow of a light coming from a room. Through the small 
window I could see a tiny office lit by a huge old stained- 
glass pool table light hanging from the ceiling. The light 
fixture took up fifty percent of the air space above a dusty 
half-sized roll top desk; a wall of shelves stocked with horse 
books, ribbons, trophies, and framed photos; a haggard 
looking wooden chair missing a back spindle, and an 



aluminum two drawer file cabinet painted dirty beige. On 
the desk sat an old sage-green iMac G3 with what looked 
like an Ethernet cable trailing out its backside. I scanned 
the ceiling for cameras and seeing none, ducked inside the 
end of the barn and through the unlocked office door. 

I turned on the computer, hoping it wasn't password 
protected...D/cy they even have password protection on 
these things? I wondered as it booted up. Apparentiy, no, I 
responded to myself as the screen came to life showing me 
icons on the desktop for Quicken and Firefox. 

I launched Firefox and half expected to hear the old dial 
up modem sounds. Frankly, I was a little bummed I didn't. 
A web page loaded - Dover Saddlery. I had no idea if this 
was their preset home page or if it was just the last page 
they visited so I made a mental note to put it back on Dover 
when I was done. I navigated to Hisser and logged into the 
Carnyx account. 

It was a story Mark and Tara had told me while we 
watched Goldie pick up shells on the beach in La Jolla that 
gave me the idea to write what I was about to say. Mark had 
been explaining that not only had it royally sucked to come 
home and separate from the military into joblessness after 
eight years of go-go-go, but he'd lost the support system 
that had carried him through all those years - his fellow 
soldiers. He told us of one of the days that still haunted him 
- a day when a US drone strike had hit a school and he and 
his platoon had been sent to render aid. Goldie had been a 
baby at the time and all he could do was see her face in 
every child he picked up from the rubble. His heart had 
broken forty-two times that day - that was the number of 
parents he saw and spoke to who had come to find their 
children dead or severely injured. No one in the platoon 
spoke on the ride back to base that night. They didn't speak 
the next morning at chow. They were PISSED, they were 
sad, they wanted answers as to how this could happen, why 
the fuck they were there, and what the hell the point was. 



but no one had any answers. Mark was one of three 
sergeants in his platoon. Together, the three of them had 
gone to their Lieutenant for something to grasp onto - some 
reason behind it all, but all they were told was that 
accidents happen in war and that it was above their pay 
grade to question the why. The three of them met in secret, 
realizing it was going to be up to them to support the thirty 
men beneath them, and devised a plan. The townspeople 
whose children had died were poor - not living on food 
stamps in Section 8 housing poor, they were dirt floors and 
mud huts and going hungry just so their kids could eat, 
poor. Mark's platoon knew that most of the families would 
never be able to afford a burial for their children, especially 
in a manner that would allow them a marked grave to visit, 
so he and the other men agreed they would do the very 
least they could do and make sure the thirty-one children 
killed and injured in the strike would have a proper burial or 
medical treatment. They pooled they money they could 
scratch together - nearly $5,000 between the thirty of them 
- and gave it to a Doctor's Without Borders nurse who had 
been bunking with her team in camp between assignments. 
They knew the local Afghanis would spit in their faces if they 
offered the money themselves, it would seem as if they were 
violating them all over again by offering to bury the children 
their country had killed, but DWB had a reputation as being 
neutral, an offer of money and services from them would be 
taken as a kindness, plus it would have the added benefit of 
the platoon being able to hear back that they had somehow 
made a difference in those poor souls' lives. 

It had taken nearly two months for news to reach the 
camp. Waiting for news had helped the platoon face each 
day, and finally getting the news helped them heal enough 
to not hate what they saw in the mirror each day. Those 
thirty men supported each other each day before and after 
that package of photos arrived - the photos of tiny 
headstones and bandaged children recovering. 



Mark had lost that support when his enlistment was over. 
He was rotated out, a new sergeant came in; slowly the rest 
of his platoon would have done the same, each trickling 
back to their homes, their families, their old lives. They'd 
tried to stay in touch, but their families wanted them to put 
it behind them and be the old Bobbie, or Stacey they used 
to be. Soon they all found themselves alone, surrounded by 
people who couldn't fathom what they'd seen and the 
demons that haunted them. 

Mark said the enlisted community would support each 
other if they had the means and opportunity, which was one 
reason he'd jumped at the chance to come to San Diego...He 
was sure he'd find fellow service members here, who even if 
they didn't know him, would know exactly what he'd been 
through. That had gotten me thinking about active military 
men and women supporting retired military - A) It would be 
something they could grasp immediately and B) It would be 
something that would benefit them in the future when they 
too would need VA services. 

I scrolled through Carnyx's Hisser notifications, liking, 
reposting, and replying to messages sent to the account. All 
over the world people had been inspired to Strike in their 
own ways, in their own communities. More and more school 
districts were facing a roiling discontent over their hubristic 
condescension towards parents and their cocklebur like 
attachment to standardized tests which did nothing for 
students' education or teacher accountability, but drained 
precious resources of intrinsic, financial, and temporal 
natures all while making the officers and lobbyists behind 
the corporations that created them extremeiy rich. I noticed 
many people were posting about boycotting upcoming tests 
with names like CAASPP, SMARTER, and The Badger 
Test....all of which were made by the same company for 
different states under the umbrella of the Smarter Balanced 
Assessment which was supposed to align testing with the 
Federal Government's latest chewing gum and ear wax fix 



for education - Common Core. California itself was paying 
$80,000,000 a year for this test...EIGHTY MILLION DOLLARS 
A YEAR FOR THREE YEARS! I shook my head at that obscene 
number as I reposted the organizers of the individual school 
boycotts to each other so they would know they had 
national, if not international, partners in assessment test 
rebellion. "They can't force your children to test!" I quote- 
posted at one of them. "Demand that money is spent to 
actually educate your children not pay for resort vacations 
for corporate employees!" 

I also noticed a few people talking about Striking Against 
Bullying and using the Carnyx hashtag to connect. Parents 
and students were discussing ways to protect their kids from 
bullies - both peers and school employees. I leaned back on 
the rear two legs of the chair and let the waves of memory 
wash over me...l went back thirty odd years to my own 
childhood when a supposed best friend, a girl with whom I 
shared a half of a Best Friends heart, informed me that Helen 
and Leigh would be kicking my ass, on her behalf, after 
school because I'd allegedly been seen talking to her 
boyfriend. The ass kicking never happened, Helen and 
Leigh never showed up on my walk from the bus stop to 
home - and I didn't hang out to see if they were running 
late! - but it still broke something in me. That sick, gnawing 
feeling of never being in control again. I hadn't done 
anything with anyone's boyfriend. I had never been given a 
chance to defend myself for what was an innocent, busy 
lunchroom conversation between the boyfriend and the best 
friend of one girl. And yet I still got an ominous warning, 
from a girl who called herself my BFF, that she'd put out a 
contract on my ass! The realization, at twelve years-old, 
that you have no control over rumor, gossip, threats, and 
attack, is heartbreaking - and it only got worse as the years 
ground on. My childhood memoires bled into my adult 
memories as I remembered the first time I found out a 
teacher was horrible to my daughter and that her classmates 



weren't called out for being little brats. My blood boiled in 
that barn as if it was that day seventeen years before when 
a horrible, lazy, unfireable, loser teacher had told my seven- 
year-old daughter she couldn't go to recess because she was 
being put in the "extra help math class" that happened over 
recess. She placed my daughter in this "class" (I use the 
term loosely because it was actually just a temporary pilot 
program run by some friend of the principal's - your typical 
unregulated child experimentation that occurs every day on 
school campuses) without my knowledge, much less 
permission, and informed her in front of her whole class, 
which then teased her mercilessly for being in the "stupid 
math class". My kid came out to meet me after school, in 
tears...THAT was how I found out about the special math 
class! THAT was the day I vowed my kid was not going to be 
bullied by anyone - peer or elder. I was going to do what my 
family hadn't - I was going to empower her with a voice. I 
told her she didn't have to go to that class. I told her she 
had rights and that while yes, she was a minor, it was her 
father and my job to advocate for those rights until she was 
an adult and could do it herself. It was the day my eyes 
were opened to the rotten core of public schools. They are 
nothing but corporations run by unions and politicians and 
businesses all hoping to feed at the trough of public funds. 
They'd like us to believe we, and our children, have no 
choice. They'd like us to fear them and obey them. Public 
schools are the only institutions in the world where the 
employees have more rights and privileges than the 
customers - the children. Teachers have special close-to- 
school parking while children walk blocks in the elements. 
Teachers have their own air-conditioned lunch and break 
rooms, while kids eat outside in the blazing sun or ash filled, 
post wildfire air. Teachers can take sick leave, maternity 
leave, vacation, anytime they like, but we, and our children, 
are hounded by attendance officers if our kids are sick one 
day. Teachers bring weapons to school and are given a 
"warning" while children with job related box cutters in their 



purse are suspended. Children's cars, lockers, book bags, 
purses, phones, and persons are routinely searched without 
permission, warrants, or notice to parents. They are arrested 
and questioned without parents or a lawyer present. They 
are accused of cheating, lying, doing drugs, and smoking 
based on some administrator creeping their social media 
accounts. They are told they have to take Standardized 
Testing and they are never told they have the right to take 
early exit exams. Childhood bullies grow up to be adult 
bullies...The really sick ones continue to prey on children. 

I crashed forward on my chair and typed...."If drones are 
the weapon of the future, then be a drone parent! Show 
your child they are not alone. Show their bullies your 
children are not alone. If you have to, sit in their classes 
with them, sit in their lunchroom with them. If the schools 
don't like it - sue them. There is no legal reason you cannot 
accompany your child to school to protect them - especially 
since schools won't. Respectfully invade the school! 
Occupy your school until they change! Or pull your children 
until you are heard! You can't do it alone, so organize and 
unite!” I added the hashtag #TheyCan'tArrestUsAH" and 
clicked the post button. 

For a few seconds, I considered deleting the post...The 
fear of rebelling against authority has always been a tiny 
troll in my psyche, but I resisted the urge. No dammit! They 
want us to be too afraid to speak up! They want us to fee! 
inferior when they iabei us heiicopter moms so we doubt our 
instincts and defer to supposed professionais - who often 
don't even have kids! When did resistance to abuse 
become a bad thing??? 

I refocused on my original mission - the VA. My 
notifications began to go crazy, but I tuned them out to 
focus on my purpose. Organizations like the VA and their ilk 
depend on the fact that people are busy and divided. They 
rely on the fact they can literally get away with murder 
because no one is going to hold them accountable. Sure, 



Congress occasionally rattles a sword or two, and the media 
picks up on it, but within two days it's all swept under the 
rug with a couple vanilla comments from some official 
spokesperson about being sorry and putting together a 
review panel and working towards making changes. Such 
total bullshit and everyone eats it up like flies on vomit! 

/ need active military to hear this and organize! I need 
them to care! I typed, "Objective VA! Active duty military! 
Your retired and separated brothers and sisters need you! 
One day of UA to stand with them for their health and the 
future of yours. Make the military machine recognize its 
engine! Make the VA live up to its obligations! Make the 
system take responsibility! Make them Honor *their* 
promises and fulfill *their* duty to your brothers, sisters, and 
you! Your Country should be Loyal to its Protectors! Let the 
country see what it's like when the military goes on Strike!" I 
posted with the hashtags #OneDayOfLIA #MayDay #Mayl 
#VA #RespectOurVets 

It might be futile, but it was worth a try. I hoped that the 
handful of military members who, statistically speaking, 
would be following Carnyx would see the post and share in 
their community. I hoped they'd run with the idea and make 
the cause their own. Well, they will if they agree with it, and 
that's the point, isn't it? 

I wondered for a minute if Hummingbird would dig up 
anything of value to this cause, but I couldn't wait to find 
out. Service members needed help now! And no reason we 
couldn't hit 'em again if we found some ammo. 

As I sat there, Carnyx's follower count rose by dozens of 
users. The school post about standardized testing had been 
reposted seventeen hundred times, and the one about 
bullies had nearly as many. The VA post started to gather a 
little steam. "Well, if nothing else, some people will feel less 
alone in their frustration tonight," I said quietly to myself 
knowing that, as usual, the activity on these posts would die 
down within a day as people went back to their lives and 
lost interest, but maybe they'd plant a seed... 



The corner of my eye fell on the calendar on the wall as I 
moved the mouse to log out of Hisser - April 13th! Heh, Tax 
Day is upon us...I wonder... 

I typed a new 'post...Last minute fiiers are aiways the 
ones who owe money - putting it off untii the iast day to 
hang onto their funds as iong as they can, I thought to 
myself as I typed, "Tax Day! Are you happy with how your 
tax dollars are spent? Are you getting representation for 
your taxation? Send your checks in bottles of tea! Mail the 
IRS a Tea Party! No cookies though! I added the hashtag 
#TaxDayTeaParty before sending the post and logging off 
with a smile on my face. 

I shut down the computer after clearing the history, 
cache, cookies, etc. and setting the web browser back to 
Dover. I'd worn disposable vinyl gloves so no need to wipe 
down anything. I snuck out the way I'd come in and made it 
back to Luka without incident. Shoving the vinyl gloves into 
my front jean's pocket, I opened Luka's door, slid in, turned 
the ignition one position to free up the steering, slipped her 
into neutral, and nosed her down the street sans lights. 
Once around the corner, I stopped, turned over the engine, 
and drove off, headlights still off until back on the main 
road. Best not to be seen...Not that anyone couid identify 
the make and modei of Luka, weii except oid schooi gear 
heads, so yeah, better safe than sorry even though the odds 
are in my favor. 

I slept in the next morning. I still had a few days until 
Clementine and Alasdair arrived so I spent them puttering 
around the house, talking to Tara on the phone about the 
great house they'd found in Poway, making phone calls 
looking for work for Mark and passing on a couple leads. I 
went to the beach, I prepped for my trip to Seattle, and 
caught up with Oliver and Daisy in England. I called Jesse 
and we talked about the Tree, and the customers, and the 



dogs, and Lexie...AII were fine, but I was getting homesick 
for Scotland and my family. With the warmer weather in San 
Diego came all the tourists and the locals who insisted on 
riding in great biking herds running red lights and stop signs 
- I yearned for the quieter, uncomplicated life I'd left in 
Scotland. 

Soon, Laura....Soon. 

Sunday afternoon found me at the market stocking up on 
supplies for my impending houseguests. As I locked up the 
car, canvas bags over my shoulder, I felt my phone vibrate 
in my back pocket. Feeling safer typing in my pass code in 
my car - away from the constantly prying eyes of security 
cameras, I unlocked the car and leaned into the back seat 
like I was looking for something while I checked 
notifications...It was a message in Jinn from Max. 

Hummingbirds are Charming. Data iooks good. 
Think we can do better. Two more very specific 
iocations and we'ii have a compiete picture. 

Kurt win deiiver instructions.;) 

What the heii? I wondered as I slid the phone in my 
pocket looking around expecting Kurt to materialize from 
behind a dumpster or tree. 

Back at home, I put the last of the groceries away and 
decided the house was just too quiet! The anticipation of 
wondering when and where Kurt would show up was grating 
on my nerves. I'd messaged Max back telling her I'd do the 
WA trip and asking about Kurt's arrival, but I'd heard 
nothing back. Max doesn't even trust diver's program 
compieteiy, I thought to myself. Probably for the best - but 
annoying in so many ways. 

"Screw it!" I said picking up my messenger bag and keys. 
Luka and I tooled up the back roads to Spirito's, an Italian 



place Jesse, Lexie and I used to go to when we lived in San 
Diego. It was in a strip mall, but located on the far side so 
parking wasn't a problem. As I pulled into a spot facing the 
windows of the restaurant I saw a car drive behind me in the 
reflection of the restaurant window...The car looked familiar, 
like I'd seen it recently. I see hundreds of cars - why was this 
one sticking in my memory? Shrugging off the niggling 
feeling, I went inside and placed my order. 

I picked a seat at the bar seating near the door, right in 
front of the window facing Luka, and sipped my root beer. 
The car I'd noticed a few minutes earlier was across the lot. 
It looked empty. It was just a stupid blue sedan - there were 
millions of them on the road at any given moment, they all 
looked the same and you couldn't tell make or model 
anymore. Fak, / miss the '80s! Then it dawned on me...I'd 
seen it at the market! I knew it was the same one because 
I'd recognized the white paint scuff on the driver's side rear 
fender. It had been parked near the entrance of the store 
and I'd seen the scuff, and the barcode stickers in the 
window identifying it as a rental car - I'd had some thought 
at the time about hoping the driver had gotten the company 
insurance because I wouldn't want to hassle with all the red 
tape over that damage...And now here the car was, a good 
fifteen miles from the market and at a strip mall largely 
frequented by locals - as in, folks w/f/70iyf rental cars! 

I felt prickles on the sides of my neck and it felt like my 
ears rose a half-inch...Had someone figured me out? Was I 
being followed? 

I turned in my seat like I was looking back towards the 
ovens to check on my pizza. There were two high school 
aged girls giggling over something on one of their phones, 
and a family of three sitting in the nearly empty restaurant 
with me. All of them had been here when I walked in and no 
one new had come in since I'd arrived. Maybe you're just 
being paranoid? I thought to myself as I swiveled back to 
look out the window. 



But then the door opened and out of my peripheral vision 
I saw a single man wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses 
walk in and head to the order counter. 

I tracked him in the reflection of the window before me. 
He ordered, paid, filled his drink cup...And now he was 
walking towards me! 

I was glad I'd left my messenger bag over my shoulder - 
in one swift move I could be out of my seat and head to the 
back or out the front door. I could be in Luka and gone out 
the side street exit before he even got to his blue rental car. 

"Do you mind if I join you?" he asked, setting down a pair 
of glasses on the bar next to me. 

I resisted the urge to bolt and forced myself to look at 
him, to memorize his face so I could watch out for him in the 
future. 

"KURT!" I nearly screamed in joy and relief. 

"Shhh, you'll wake the dead. Woman," he said smiling 
and setting down his drink cup and receipt. 

"Lemme guess, blue rental car?" I asked as he sat down. 

"Mow'd you...Wait...How did you know that?" 

"Well, if you're going to go incognito don't wear a big "I 
had an accident" badge on your car...It draws attention." I 
said winking. 

"Ugh. Some waste of space left me that gift at my hotel 
this morning! Glad I bought the corporate insurance, I can 
just throw the keys at the attendant and walk away without 
having to fill out reams of paperwork." 

"Why didn't you say hello at the market?" 

"What market?" 

"The grocery store in Del Mar a couple hours ago...That's 
where I first saw the car." 

"Oh, good grief...I didn't know you were there! I was 
meeting someone at the coffee shop but had to park by the 
market. I'm in town for a conference and Max asked me to 
give you a letter while I was in town. She didn't want me to 
go to your home because she knows there is a high risk of 



folks like us being tracked and our movements and 
interactions recorded, so I sat...." 

"....at the corner, by the stop sign!" I said finishing his 
sentence as my brain retrieved the memory of another 
sighting of the car. 

"007 I am not!" he said with a laugh. "I followed you 
hoping you were going somewhere we could just pretend to 
be two old friends running into each other," he said pulling a 
letter from the inside pocket of his jacket. "From Max," he 
said handing it to me. 

I heard my name called - well the name I use for public 
orders, shoved the letter from Max into my messenger bag 
and retrieved my pizza and salad. 

Kurt and I ate dinner and chatted about nonsense stuff 
like any two friends would and parted ways. I didn't read 
the note from Max until I was tucked up in bed that night. 

Laura Dear, We need Hummingbird on a bank's 
interior 

system for reasons i won't bore you with. Aiso, 
second 

server farm. Any bank wiii do. Vortech Farm, 
Redmond. 

The rest of the letter gave me instructions for Misty to 
follow. Vortech Farm was going to be a lot easier than the 
bank. Max had been able to use the same cover Misty had 
used for the southwest circuit of farms to get me into 
Vortech, but for the bank she was at a loss and hoped I'd be 
able to come up with something - after all I just needed to 
slip a USB drive into a computer for a few seconds, how hard 
couid it be. I got up and burned the letter as she'd 
instructed. I did it over the sink with the water running and 
ran the disposal for good measure. 

Upon climbing back into bed, I opened Jinn. 


To Max I wrote: 



Reed msg. Can take assignment. Will be about a 
week before I can get there, have company 
coming from Scotland and have plans with them. 

To Jo I wrote: 

Hey Cuz! Coming to your town in a week. Stay 
with you? Need assistance on insect project. 

I put my phone on Do Not Disturb and packed it in for the 
night. 

A few minutes later, unable to sleep at the thought of 
Clem and AM coming, Payne's Jaguar, and the trip to Seattle, 

I reached for my phone and opened Hisser. I opened the 
Search feature intending to type in #OneDayofUA, curious 
to see if anyone had picked up on it, only to find it was 
trending at number 3. 

"Jezzus Henry Christ!" I said sitting bolt upright as my 
eyes focused on the fact it had shown up in 72,436 posts - 
IN JUST FOUR DAYS! Well, that's gonna start drawing some 
attention to Carnyx! I thought. "Unwanted attention," I said 
to my empty bedroom as I started reading some the posts - 

"#OneDayofUA Denver, Colorado VA #MayDay 9 a.m. 
until we're heard!" - reposted 738 times. 

"Stand with soldiers, Texas. #OneDayofUA #MayDay" - 
reposted over 2000 times. 

"I'm taking #OneDayofUA for my brothers and sisters who 
took their lives because the VA doesn't care! #SanDiego" 
was reposted 7,045 times. 

Oorah! San Diego, I thought to myself as I switched apps 
to text Tara. 


Tara...Have you seen it? 



I got a text back within seconds.... 


Have / seen it??? I'm in the middle of it!!!;) 

Followed by a photo of Mark and at least 75 members of, 
based on the haircuts, the Marines, Army, Air Force, and 
Navy, crowded into someone's rec room - it looked like the 
adult version of the scene from Iron Eagle where Chappy, 
Doug, and the gang were planning their mission - papers 
spread all over a pool table, papers hanging from the walls, 
and a juke box in the corner. 

Let me know local venue...I wanna be there! 

HU A! We're going underground with com ms - 
keeping it off the trip-W to keep DL. Actually, 
hoping hype dies off, plz don't promote to avoid 
spoiling surprise. Ty for starting this. Seeing M 
empowered again is giving me hope. I'll be in 
touch.;) 

I saw her point about hoping the hashtags would die 
down. I was sure the intelligence community was actively 
monitoring everyone posting about the military going UA, 
the sooner the hubbub died down the more the listeners 
would just chalk it up to impotent venting and forget about 
it - making the actual event that much more powerful. I 
wished for a moment that I'd given her a copy of Jinn, but 
realized it would only help her communicate with me, and I 
was the least of her communication problems. I smiled as I 
thought of the communications network she'd tapped into to 
do this job - The VA didn't stand a chance against the 
motivation and dedication and cleverness of current and 
former military families. 

Inspired by the #MayDay success, I searched for "Tea 
Party". Expecting a lot of noise about the political 
movement of the same name, I was surprised to see the 



hash tag #TaxDayTeaParty appear in my results...attached to 
thousands of photos of checks and payment forms stuffed, 
rolled, and folded into hundreds of different of containers of 
tea - bottles, duct taped Tupperware, cans soldered closed, 
and more...all ready to be mailed to IRS payment centers. 

Chuckling, but still not ready to sleep, I sat in bed staring 
into space. My eyes fell on my Orb pieces necklace on the 
dresser and I was suddenly struck with an idea...Payr?e.^ 

I padded over to the dresser, picked up the cord from 
which hung the Scrying Silver and the Sprit Stone, and 
crawled back into bed. I held the pendant, looking into the 
Sprit Stone and thought of Payne and the day we'd first met. 
In no time he appeared, translucent between the iron and 
the glass. 

"Laura! It's so good to see you!" 

"Payne! How are....um...things?" I asked suddenly 
realizing I was talking to a man who had recently died as if 
we were Skyping across the Atlantic. 

"I'm fine. I'm fine with everything," he replied chuckling 
at my discomfort. 

"Well, good, I think..." 

"It's actually wonderful. I spent the last months so happy 
it almost made the pain of my old body falling to pieces 
bearable, and now I'm in this place where I don't know time 
or existence or pain...l died knowing you and Aza's other 
children had the ability to contact me after death and it 
gave me such peace when I let go. I don't know if I will 
remember this conversation, but I will try. You are the first to 
contact me, I think." 

"Well, that makes sense, I have the whole Spirit Stone. 
Only Aza would be able to communicate with you without 
it..." 

"Ah yes, Aza, there is something I learned from her. I'm 
not sure if I should tell you, if she wanted me to tell you. 



Well, I'm dead now, what's the Old Girl going to do about it," 
he said making the decision he'd been wrestling with. "I had 
intended to leave my Jaguar to Emma, but Aza came to me 
one night and said it might be best left to you...I thought it 
was a dream at the time so I spoke to Emma and Donald 
about it. We three came to the conclusion Aza meant for 
you to have the money to continue the Alexander 
Benevolent Society, but I think I understand the real why 
now. It didn't occur to me until it was too late for me to 
speak of it...l died with the thought of it on my mind. It's the 
Opal!" he said with so much emphasis his face came at me 
until all I could see was a single eyeball. 

"r/7eOpal? What opal?" 

"A great fiery beast of stone. Polished black as a moonless 
night, streaked with iridescent red, and flecked with 
shimmering greens and blues. It's the size of a baby's fist, I 
tell you!" 

"Do you suppose it's another piece of The Orb?" 

"That's exacf/y what I think, now that I think about it. I 
think Aza wanted you to find it." 

"Why on earth didn't she just tell me about it?" 

"I have no idea what goes on in that flame headed 
woman's mind! I only saw her twice - the once on the boat 
and the once at Emma's - and both times she scared the 
barnacles right off me!" he grumbled. 

"She has her own moral compass...! think she's doing her 
best to help without helping. It's a long story, literally, and I 
think she's seen humans screw up so many times, in the 
same way, she doesn't want to see it again, but she also 
doesn't want to become like her brothers who fashioned 
themselves as gods." 

"I suppose," he said absently rubbing his ruddy beard. 

"What do you know about this opal?" 

"Well, I suppose I should just tell you everything about 
the car, shouldn't I?" he asked with a gleam in his eye. 

"Yes, please," I said with a twinkle in my own, settling into 
the comfort of my three pillows stacked against the 



headboard for what I took the twinkle in his eye to mean was 
going to be a good story. 

"Well, as you know, there's gold, the last of the Whydah 
gold. There's a reasonable amount of that. My grandfather 
was the one who melted the last of the Whydah gold into 
small ingots - there are 32 of those and they're roughly the 
size of two fingers side-by-side - probably weigh a half 
pound each," he said holding up his pointer and middle 
finders side-by-side to make his point. "He wanted to be 
sure to disguise its origins and make it easy to hide and 
transport. My father told me stories of how it was sewn into 
furniture upholstery and hidden behind the narrowest of 
false backs in cupboards and dressers and breakfronts. 
There were certain pieces of furniture that moved with my 
family for generations. When I inherited everything, I 
decided to put it someplace out of reach of everyone. I 
bought the Jaguar off a local woman whose husband had 
died and pretended like I was refurbishing it for auto shows. 

I tinkered with that thing every spare minute I could. 
Anyone coming by would think I was just rebuilding it from 
the chassis up, but what I was really doing was hiding the 
treasure in the guts of the car. I tore the car down to its 
bones, and rebuilt it. For each part I reassembled. I'd 
retrieve a stash of ingots from the old furniture and work it 
into the car. There are the 32 ingots, and a cache of jewels 
scattered in seat cushions. If things have gone the way I 
instructed, a schematic of the location of everything should 
have found its way to your husband." 

"Ah, I'll bet he's given it to Clem and AM...." I said aloud 
suddenly recalling Clementine's mention of AN having a 
"plan" - Did she mean it as a doubie entendre? 

"Who?" 

"Two friends of ours. Emma and Don know them too. 
Alasdair is a jeweler by trade and he's the one who helped 
me with the casks of Spanish gold...." 

"The what?" 



"Didn't Emma and Donald tell you about the source of the 
funds administered by the ABS?" 

"No. They did not." 

"Maybe they didn't think it relevant...It was after 
Culloden. Spanish gold meant to help the Jacobite cause, 
but it arrived too late and was left in the care of one of my 
ancestors. I found it and have been using it to help those in 
need and fund some, well, projects..." 

"I see," Payne said nodding. "And this Alasdair helped 
you, did he?" 

"He did. He melted down the gold into nondescript 
ingots and fashioned the The Orb pieces into my jewelry." 

"Well good then. I'm sure the Whydah treasure will be in 
good hands." 

"You mentioned a cache of jewels in the car. Did they 
come from the Whydah? Is that how you came by this 
opal?" 

"Ah yes, the Opal...My mind wanders so much more now 
than it did...before. A few of the stones came from the 
Whydah, but some of them were collected by my ancestors, 
whom I suppose thought diversification would be a good 
thing. They traded gold for gems when the occasion arose. 
My father brought the Opal back from Europe after WWII. 
The story goes that he was wounded in 1942 and brought to 
a hospital in England. I was just over a year old at the time. 
Mother left me with her parents and talked her way into a 
ride on a B-17 being transported to Molesworth to be with 
him - no one knew if he was going to survive and well. 
Mother wasn't going to have any part of him dying. When 
she left she took three ingots of gold with her - one secreted 
in each shoe and one sewn into the handle of her handbag - 
in case my father needed something that couldn't be 
acquired through normal channels." 

"Your mother sounds quite astute," I interrupted. 

"Oh, that she was. Plus, she and Father had worked out a 
code system so he could communicate things to her without 
censors discovering them. He was able to tell her about 



black markets and people disappearing and all the 
wickedness of wan..While the US government and American 
newspapers conspired to censor the truth of the atrocities 
committed against Jews, Russians, Romani, intellectuals, 
homosexuals, etc., she was very informed about what was 
really going on in Europe. 

Well, Father recovered and Mother came home - sans the 
gold. She left it with Father should he need to procure 
anything. The story goes he was in France in late 1942, as 
the Germans were seizing complete control over the 
country, and he used two of the ingots to buy safe passage 
to Switzerland for three large families hiding in the 
countryside - I never was sure if they were Jews or Romani, 
but they were large, consisting of children, aunts, uncles, 
young, elderly...and I never found out how he came to be of 
help to them. No one spoke of details, even after the war... 
secrets saved lives and loose lips sunk ships,” he said 
obviously recalling distant wisps of memory. "The third 
ingot, now that was traded for the Opal. Father met an 
Austrian man through connections. This man had been first 
in Monaco, then in France, since the Anschluss, working 
some sort of underground railroad rescuing anyone he could 
under the noses of the King of Monaco and his friends in the 
Vichy government in France. This man had apparently lived 
a comfortable life in Austria, and had access to funds and 
connections, but he'd spent almost everything on his 
railroad between 1938 and 1944 when Father met him. 
Gold was easier to divide and use as currency than a fist¬ 
sized opal. Somehow word got 'round to Father, the two 
men met, exchanged valuables and went their separate 
ways. Father never talked about any of this, but decades 
later. Mother explained what she knew from what Father had 
later whispered to her in the dark hours of morning when the 
ghosts haunted him..." Payne said drifting off into his own 
thoughts. 

"So, he brought home an opal?" I asked hoping to bring 
his mind back into focus. 



"Oh yes. Yes. When I was 21, Father explained to me 
about the Whydah and showed me where the treasure was 
hidden. I was the last in the line of Sam Bellamy's 
descendants - or so I thought - so Father told me it was up to 
me to decide what to do with my inheritance. I think he was 
glad to wash his hands of it. It had become a burden to so 
many generations - to have something you can do nothing 
with is maddening." 

We talked some more about his family until he saw I was 
struggling to stay awake and we agreed to talk again soon, 
after I'd decided what to do with the Jaguar. 

Clementine and Alasdair weren't due to arrive until about 
7 p.m. I was dying to tear into the Jag and find the Opal, 
curious at its significance, but without the schematic I was 
sure they were bringing with them, it would have been lots 
of wasted time. Instead, I puttered around the house...I 
finished packing for my trip to Seattle, gave Luka a bath, 
and decided to get out of the house and head to one of my 
family's favorite places to take a walk. 

The media was still covering the IRS whining about 
people sending in checks and payment coupons in 
everything but envelopes and Tara assured me May 1st was 
going to be epic. I was surprised Hisser was allowing the 
Carnyx Hisser account to remain active...and I was certain 
that if May 1st was as disruptive as Tara said it would be, the 
account would be shut down by May 2nd. 

Oh well...it served Its purpose, I thought to myself as I 
pulled into the dirt parking lot of the Rancho Pehasquitos 
Adobe within the Los Pehasquitos Canyon County Preserve. 

The late afternoon sun of spring was just enough to keep 
me warm in between the cool south-easterly breezes. I set 
off with my backpack and camera to see what the Preserve 
would offer up in the way of entertainment and awe. 

I smiled as I recalled the too-many-to-count nature walks 
Jesse, Lexie, and I had taken when we lived in San Diego. 
We were always amazed by how different walk was, even if 



we walked the same exact route two days in a row. Different 
animals, physical features rearranged by wind or creatures... 
each walk was always a different adventure. 

The winter and early spring rains had rejuvenated the soil 
and the sun of the last few weeks had transformed a silent 
drab palette of fall greys and browns into an interactive 
masterpiece of blue skies, green grasses, rainbow hued 
flowers, and busy animals of every size following their 
instinct to bring new life into the world. Bees and butterflies 
danced on beautifully painted stages, unknowingly ensuring 
fruits and seeds would be forthcoming. Swallows and 
bluebirds dipped into the grasses snapping up low-lying 
insects while hummingbirds grabbed the high-flying ones. 
Ducks worked to herd their brood of fluffy ducklings out for 
their first paddle. And flattened patches of tall grasses told 
the story of baby deer left to rest while mom had grazed 
nearby, ears twitching for the sounds of coyotes on the hunt. 

Some people hunt virtual creatures created by software 
apps, but I found my joy in capturing images of real animals 
on digital memory cards - and sometimes, actual film. There 
was something so satisfying about witnessing a baby 
hummingbird being fed or discovering a woodpecker's nest 
hole because the parent popped out of it, or spying a baby 
bunny the size of your fist, nibbling nasturtium flowers...A// 
the things people miss when they're glued to their ceil 
phones, I thought to myself as a group of four twenty- 
somethings walked by my rock perch, staring at their 
enormous glowing screens. 

I hopped off my rock and continued my stroll through the 
oak forest and out into an open area of native chaparral. 

As I watched a red-tailed hawk soar far above my head it 
occurred to me that it could be the descendant of the hawks 
who claimed this territory when it was occupied by the 
Native Americans from whom this land had originally been 
stolen. It was possible that its descendants could still be 
hunting and breeding on this land for centuries to come - an 
unbroken thread of history could live in his stories if he 



could talk - provided we don't turn the whole area into 
tenement housing to satisfy developers and the governor, I 
thought disgustedly to myself. Poor California, I thought, 
she's sat here for millennia as corrupt leaders and 
scrounging, cretinous developers have carved holes into her 
face to build endless malls, business parks, master-planned 
communities, and hive-like apartment complexes. They 
literally paved paradise and put up a bloody parking lot! 

The hawk began circling towards the earth and 
disappeared behind a copse of trees - probably to snag a 
small mammal descended from the same mammals who'd 
been hunted by the hawk's family for dozens of generations, 

I thought to myself as I continued across the open area to a 
group of brilliant purple thistles. “Let's hope the city never 
gives up this land," I said to myself as I climbed a small 
embankment to get to the flowers. “But it probably will," I 
sighed as I focused my camera on the bees burrowing deep 
into the anemone-like flowers. 

An hour later, warm, contented, and a bit peckish, I 
began my trek back to Luka. 

I left the Preserve, snacking on a bag of peanut butter 
crackers, around 5 p.m. to allow for rush hour traffic, 
stopping along the way to fill up my shiny teal aluminum 
travel cup with my favorite iced jasmine green tea. 

As I stood outside my car in front of the teashop, I caught 
a scent on the wind and was suddenly transported back to 
1987. Something in the air triggered a memory of the days 
of blissful childhood ignorance. Spring evenings, just near 
dusk, this close to the end of the school year must be seared 
into the memory of everyone my age. Cool breezes on warm 
air filled with the smell of pizza, dollar bills damp from a 
ditch day spent at the beach, sunbaked blacktop, clove 
cigarette smoke, Tuscany cologne and Bijan perfume, and 
the faint sounds of Pac Man and 808 kick drums as the sun 
set, cloaking us in darkness while we drank our beer and 
wine coolers and danced in our garages or beside seashore 
bonfires, planning our summer vacation 



escapades...Freedom was in the wind on those nights - I 
smiled as I realized it might be again. 

That evening Clem, AM and I stayed up for hours catching 
up and making plans for the last of the Whydah treasure. 
According to the schematic Payne had sent, it was going to 
be brutal tearing into the car to retrieve the gold, so well 
had he integrated it into the frame and structure of the car, 
but the stones - they were a bit easier, because to protect 
them he'd nestled them in the batting of the seat 
upholstery. AM's plan was simple - remove the stones here 
and have the car shipped to Scotland. "I've already spoken 
to Daisy. Some of the lads she knows import cars and bikes 
from the states all the time for collectors and racers. They 
said if you can get it to one of the exporters they use on the 
east coast they will do the rest. They'll hold it in their 
warehouse until you decide where you want it delivered." 

/ know exactly where I'll have It delivered - a certain 
singer In Edinburgh will have the space and tools to 
dismantle that car, I thought as AM continued. 

"Since you're the owner of record because of the will, it'll 
be easy to have it shipped, according to Daisy and her 
sources." 

"Won't the car be searched?" 

"It might be, and we can verify this tomorrow, but I don't 
think they're going to get anywhere near the ingots. If 
anything, they'll be looking for drugs, but this is a 
straightforward inheritance, I doubt they'll do much other 
than process the paperwork. There is always risk though, I 
mean something could happen to the boat and the car could 
end up at the bottom of the Atlantic." 

"Well it seems a lot less risky than trying to just smuggle 
gold ingots by air or sea. Payne says we're looking at 
probably 16 pounds of gold - shipping that commercially 
would be stupid and there's no way you can turn that into 
jewelry you two can wear home. We'll go tomorrow and dig 



out the stones and I'll call someone about hauling the car to 
the east coast." 

I told them about my upcoming trip to Seattle and they 
agreed they'd let George into the storage unit if she was 
able to arrange transport for the Jag before I got back. 

Exhausted, we all agreed we'd get a late start the next 
day and then head to the storage unit. 

Around 11 a.m. the following morning, we pulled up 
outside the segmented blue roll-up door behind which sat 
Payne's car. According to the schematics, the gems were 
sandwiched between the foam rubber of the seats. It took 
some doing to access the zippers and get inside. Clem and I 
got ours open first so AM walked over to investigate. We sat 
on the cement floor of the storage unit, behind the car, 
against the far wall and plucked three emeralds, four rubies, 
six sapphires, and a couple diamonds all varying in size 
from, according to AM, one carat to four, from their cushions. 
He placed them in a metal jeweler's case, a small padded 
briefcase, he'd brought with him and we focused on opening 
the next cushion. As we carefully pried apart the two foam 
halves, AM gasped at what he saw inside.... 

"It can't be!" 

"What can't be?" Clementine and I asked in unison and 
smiled at our jinx. 

"That," he said pointing to the Opal nestled in the center 
of the tan foam rubber. 

"Oh yeah, Payne told me all about that." 

"What do you mean he told you all about it?" AM 
demanded. 

"He told me there was an opal in here that his dad 
brought back from WWM. The rest of the stones either came 
from the Whydah or were collected by his family over the 
centuries," I said with a shrug not understanding Alasdair's 
frustration. 

"What exactly 6\6 he tell you?" 



I told them the story and then explained that Aza 
encouraged him to leave this whole car to me because of the 
Opal and that Payne and I thought that might mean it might 
be a piece of The Orb. 

"Unbelievable! All this time!" 

"What are you on about, AN," asked Clementine? 

"The Burning of Troy, that's what!" he said as he plucked 
it from its nest. "This stone, if it's what I think it is, belonged 
to Josephine Bonaparte, given to her by Napoleon. It's been 
missing for over a century. No one is really sure what it 
looks like, but the descriptions match this stone exactly. It's 
legendary in jeweler circles. And now you tell me you think 
it's part of The Orb?" he said looking at us, exasperated by 
fate. 

"It is of The Orb," said a voice from the front of the car. 

We all jumped out of our skin and peaked around the 
sides of the car from our positions on the floor behind it. 

Knowing whose voice we'd just heard we stood and 
walked to the front of the car. 

Aza sat in the driver's seat running her hands around the 
steering wheel. 

"Some cars have so much more life than others," she said 
climbing out. 

Giad we shut the door to this unit, I thought to myself 
imagining what the other customers would think if they had 
seen Aza. 

"Indeed," Aza said looking at me as she walked around 
the car running the tips of her fingers along the curves of 
the fenders. 

I caught Clementine and Alasdair look at each other in 
confusion. "I was thinking I'm glad we shut the door," I said 
by way of explanation and winked at them. 

"The stone is of The Orb," spoke Aza. "That odious man 
bought it for his wife. Her descendant quietly sold it to 
family friends to pay debts. It was traded by people who 
called themselves kings, for favors and pleasures. A dirty 
business, as are most ventures of the idle who proclaim 



themselves noble. It came to be that a family took it in 
trade for a debt incurred by one of these useless royals and 
it was from this family that it was stolen, in what you call 
Austria, in 1938....You call it the time of the Anschluss." 

"...So, it did become one of the millions of items looted by 
the Nazi's?" interrupted Alasdair, thoughtfully. 

"Yes. I think that is a way to describe it. All your wars 
bleed into other wars, I cannot put them straight. I was 
asleep, locked in my tree. I was aware of events, but they 
are like a human's dreams - difficult to chase to 
understanding, only focusing in moments you call deja vu. 
This I know - the Opal was taken, the family, which rightfully 
owned it, was destroyed, all of them in a room, the air, it 
strangled them...the screaming, the terror..." A tear rolled 
down each cheek as she became upset and flickered before 
us like a ghostly blurred figure from an old daguerreotype. 
“But then it was taken again by someone else, someone who 
wanted to do good with it but had not the knowledge of, nor 
the means, to use its power. This person traded it to the 
father of Payne for gold, a power he could meld." 

"Then we should find the owners and return it," said 
Alasdair naively. 

"I AM ITS OWNER!!!! I DECIDE!!!" boomed Aza's voice in 
our heads. "However, I see the truth of your thought. You 
will find the descendants of the family that was destroyed 
and pay them for the theft, but the stone must stay with 
Laura!" she said aloud. 

"Why me? And what does it do?" 

Before the words were fully out of my mouth, I found 
myself standing beside Aza in the center of the lava fields of 
Kilauea. 

Suddenly Aza was before me holding the Sprit 
Stone/Scrying Sliver/Cruth-atharraich pendant dangling 
from its black silk cord, the Hexensteine bracelet, and the 
Trinity Ring in one hand and The Opal in the other. 

"This one stone holds more danger than all of these 
together," she said staring at The Opal. 



"But the Death Stone..." I started to argue. 

"...can only destroy that which lives - flora and fauna. It 
does not challenge water, or stone, or soil, or air!" she glared 
at my ignorance and gestured around us with the hand 
holding The Opal. 

I turned around to survey my location, turning back to 
face her as she said, "This "Opal" as you call it, is the 
beginning and the end. It contains the fire that ignited 
existence. The same fire which can extinguish it." 

I looked at the barren landscape, the lava that created 
and destroyed, beyond her shoulder and whispered 
something I'd heard once, "The Alpha and the Omega...." 

"Precisely," she said taking my left hand and placing the 
stone in it. "The beginning and the end...It is that simple 
and that complicated. It began with fire and it will be 
destroyed with fire. The stones will melt, the oceans will 
vaporize, and the gasses will burn until there is a void, a 
nothing. I do not know what will become of me, but I believe 
I will be consumed as well. Once, I came near to releasing 
the power of this stone, fearing there would be no other way 
to cease the horrors of humanity, but that was not for me to 
decide. I am no god, there are no gods. It is not for me to 
decide the fate of humans. So I broke apart The Orb and 
destroyed my brothers...but it changed nothing...your kind 
are still on the same path of self-destruction, it is as if it is 
your destiny. Perhaps you must destroy yourself so a new 
life can emerge? You are truly maddening creatures. Plants, 
birds, wolves - they just are as they are, but humans - your 
brains make you stupid! You think power is found in control 
of others. You think wealth is found in things'. You find 
pleasure in hurting others. And then you die. You are gone. 
And I am here, doomed to watch you walk the same path 
again and again, knowing the only way to prevent the cycle 
is to destroy you. You pride yourselves in your ability to 
reason - you claim it separates you from other animals, 
makes you superior...Reasonable beings do not kill each 



other over beliefs and possessions!" she concluded as amber 
tears rolled down her cheeks. 

I stepped towards her and wrapped my arms around her 
out of sheer instinct. She smelled of Sweet Alison and warm 
sawdust and for a moment, just a flicker of time, I saw her 
thoughts...the things that had brought her sadness, anger, 
disgust...and hope. Eons of wars, betrayal, lies, sprinkled 
with moments of her descendants learning to walk and 
chase fireflies. My heart broke and swelled at the emotion 
that flowed between us. As I pulled away, afraid it would 
overwhelm me, she said, "You and those you surround 
yourself with are worthy of the responsibility of this Fire 
Opal. I place the burden of sharing its truth and using its 
power on you and your family of friends." 

I gazed at the stone cupped in my two hands and asked, 
"Is it all or nothing?" "Does the stone have just one setting - 
total destruction - or can it be directed, focused?" I 
continued turning it over in my hands watching the flames 
of red, blue, green, yellow, and violet dance across its 
surface under the Hawaiian sun. 

"I do not know," said Aza quizzically. "It did not occur to 
me to think to test it as I only knew it to have one 
occupation. To test controlling it on Earth would be 
inconceivable." 

"On Earth? It seems to me testing it anywhere would be a 
risk not worth taking if it's as powerful as you say. But I 
wonder - you are here because of The Orb, it created you. 
You control all the other minerals, metals, and gases of The 
Orb with just a thought. They enable your descendants to 
use portions of their minds to move things, communicate, 
control energy...Wouldn't it stand to reason that if The Orb 
pieces are the keys to unlocking the potential of our minds, 
and our minds are the keys to unlocking the potential of 
their powers, that our minds should control The Opal just as 
it does all the other Orb pieces? Is the existence of The Orb 
the balance sought by nature? The Yin and the Yang, as it 
were? Was it inevitable that the tiny Orb be present to 



balance the power of larger orbs of mineral, metal, and gas 
in our universe, maybe beyond? I mean, the elements are 
constant, right? Carbon in this universe is Carbon in 
another, right? It's as if nature created the vehicle and left 
us the key to its engine - not out of any great plan or 
something, but out of the need for balance...Without 
balance nothing exists for long. The fact universes are still 
existing could be because of you and The Orb." 

"Perhaps you are right, perhaps it is why I could not 
destroy The Orb - only scatter its pieces...Nature will not 
allow it to be destroyed because to do so would unbalance 
to order of things. But I know, beyond all doubt, that The 
Opal will bring the end. That knowledge is part of me. You 
believe the fact I am here means I can control The Opal as I 
control the other elements. It is a theory, but not mine to 
test." 

"I think you already did...On your brothers." 

The air swirled around me like a dust devil and Aza 
disappeared. 

I stood alone in the middle of the lava field, sighed, and 
waited. I hadn't meant to shock or hurt her; it had just come 
tumbling out of my mouth before I had a chance to realize 
I'd be opening old wounds. If she didn't come back I'd call 
Brent and have him come pick me Assuming you've got 
cell signal out here, I said to myself as I pulled my phone 
from my back pocket to check. 

"No need," she said in my mind before reappearing 
beside me. 

"I'm sorry..." I started. 

"No need," she said again meaning something entirely 
different this time. "I saw the image in your mind of what 
you think I did and it hurt me, but I understand it. You 
believe I wanted them destroyed so desperately that I used 
The Opal without knowing it. Perhaps you are correct. 
Perhaps my emotions veiled my true desires. You believe 
The Orb can only be destroyed by ordering The Opal to do it, 
and that I did not really want The Orb destroyed - just my 



brothers. You believe that I did not know my own mind, but 
The Orb did. You believe my mind is the key to The Orb and 
The Orb is the key to my mind. I did not want to end the 
universe, just my brothers. The Orb chose this path we have 
been journeying?" she asked exposing the fact that while 
she was more powerful than me, she was equally ignorant of 
much of how the universe and beyond works. 

"Or maybe you chose it?" I offered. "Maybe The Orb saw 
through the emotions to your true desire in that moment...A 
world where humans could evolve without the influence of 
your brothers, one that you could return to one day?" 

"Yes. I see reason behind your hypothesis. It was not the 
destruction of The Orb that destroyed my brothers, it was 
The Opal - it destroyed them. Perhaps in a different moment 
there would have been a different outcome. If I had been 
more desolate we would not be here in this moment. 
Nothing would be in this moment. If I had been less angry, I 
would not have had the will to burn them and we would not 
be in this moment..." she said drifting off into her own 
thoughts. 

"If I am right, it means The Opal can be controlled." 

"Je ne sais pas. Now I question everything I believed I 
knew. The Orb told me, it showed me what The Opal could 
do. I felt it. I feared it. I feared my brothers would use it. I 
feared destroying it because to do so would unleash its fury. 
Pero, ahora...but, now..." she said pacing so quickly across 
the black sculpted rock beneath her feet she seemed to be 
gliding above it. 

"Now nothing! It changes nothing!" I called out after her. 
"I'm going to finish what I started. You essentially have 
control of The Orb pieces again - you can take The Opal and 
hide it if it makes you feel better, hell I can't stop you from 
taking everything..." 

"No. NO! I must not interfere. The pieces found their way 
to you and your family. My family! Just as I chose the right 
moment to separate The Orb and destroy my brothers, you 
have chosen the right moment to make your stand. The 



universe is finding its balance. Time, The Orb, Fate...The 
Three Witches, The Norns, The Moirai...There is a reason they 
appear in every culture, in every age...Humans feel their 
presence and name them. I understand now, we must ride 
the ripples of their convergence like a wave towards the 
shore of change. If we do not succeed, it is for the future to 
try again. I rode the wave once and stopped my brothers. 
You must ride it now and try to save yourselves." 

"So, you want me to keep this thing?" I asked looking 
aghast at The Opal I suddenly found myself holding. 

"Keep it, bury it, destroy it, it is up to you. It found you. 
It was meant to be and now it is your turn." 

With that I was right back in the storage unit with AN and 
Clementine finishing the sentence I'd been speaking just 
before Aza took me to Hawaii..."...does it do?" 

"Where the bloody hell did she go?" Alasdair asked. 

I gathered my bearings and realized Aza had brought me 
back, or sent me back, to the exact moment from which 
she'd taken me. AM and Clem didn't even know I'd gone. I 
didn't bother to explain to them where I'd been but replied 
with a laugh, "You know Aza, probably got bored or had a 
hot date." 

"Well that's just grand, but why does she think The Opal 
needs to stay with you? She seemed rather urgent about 
that point," said Clementine. 

"Probably just wants to keep all the pieces together, I 
dunno," I said shrugging it off and turning back to the seat 
we'd been working on before...well, before. 

I handed The Opal to Alasdair so he could secure and 
protect it in the case he'd brought for all the stones, rolling 
my eyes at myself for thinking a stone like that needed 
protection...Maybe it was me who wanted protection from it, 
from its obligation. 

Something niggled my brain as Alasdair wiggled the last 
of the gemstones from their foam rubber nests in the car 
cushions...The time travel. How did she take me to Hawaii 



and back without losing time? Was there a missing piece of 
The Orb that froze time or created a time bubble or 
something???? 

Yes, answered Aza's voice in my head. 

Alrighty then, I thought to myself as the hairs on the 
back of my neck stood on end..." 

We put the car back together mostly in silence. I'd made 
arrangements for George to haul it to an exporter in Virginia 
and she'd be here in a few days to pick it up. Clementine 
and Alasdair had agreed to meet her and provide whatever 
she needed since I'd be on my way to Seattle the next day. 

I knew it'd probably be nearly a month before the Jag 
made its way to England, but I wanted to lock down its final 
destination so the paperwork would be in order. 

That evening, as Clem and AM went out for a romantic 
evening just before sunset, I climbed on my bed and texted 

JJ- 


Hey stranger. Rescued any dogs lately? 

As I waited for his reply I thought about the gems we 
pulled from the car earlier that day. All fifteen stones, 
everything save for The Opal, were packed somewhere in 
AM's bags to be divided up and inserted into cheap costume 
jewelry settings for Clem to wear on the trip home - AM was 
nearly giddy at the prospect of going to the mall and buying 
the most obnoxious tat he could find, pulling the plastic 
"stones", inserting the real stones, dirtying up the whole 
mess with lotion and beach sand, and pulling a fast one on 
customs which had harassed him so many times in the past 
upon his return from gem buying trips to Eastern Europe and 
Asia. He knew damn well that wealthy people with private 
planes were smuggling in millions of dollars of anything they 
wanted, while he jumped through hoops and endured strip- 
searches over legitimate, legal purchases for his business. I 
smiled at the glee with which he'd hatched his plan on our 



way back from the storage unit earlier that day, but my 
thoughts drifted to The Opal...it burned its way into my mind 
and I felt the need to hold it. I walked over to my closet, 
reached into the toe of an ancient Ugg boot, and pulled out 
a handful of colored tissue wrapping paper. As I walked 
back to the bed I unwrapped the paper and held The Opal in 
my left hand. Wherever light touched it, colors flickered 
across its polished black surface. I closed my hand around 
the stone, closed my eyes and probed the stone with my 
mind. With the exception of charging the diamonds of the 
Trinity Ring, I'd never tried exploring the stones and metals 
of The Orb; I just called on them to do their jobs. 

The Opal churned with energy. I could feel the fire inside 
it flipping, roiling, slithering, just under the surface. The 
heat built - the molten metal core of the Earth, the burning 
gasses of the sun, the blazing fires of creation and 
destruction...The stone didn't burn my hand or even my 
mind, but the images were seared into my consciousness. 
This stone was alive, it wanted to live, it wanted to work, it 
wanted to create and consume and struggle... 

My phone dinked, announcing a message: 

Not lately! My rescue partner disappeared!;) 

I sat cross-legged on the bed. The Opal on the duvet 
before me, and texted him back. "Someone is up early," I 
said to The Opal as I typed. "Or more likely, hasn't gone to 
bed yet...." 

Had to hop the pond and soak up some sun. 
Inherited a car while here. Can / have It shipped to 
you? A lot to ask, but you're closer to LDN than 
the pub. XKE needs a safe, temp home where she 
can be worked on. 


Worked on? 



She needs a bit of TLC and / haven't the tools or 
space at the pub to tear into her. Fine to say no. 


No. Not saying no. Can i work on her? 

You can do allllll the work!;) 

It's a deal! BTW, dogs are ail well and fine. 

GTK! Will be in touch when I have a delivery date. 
Okay to give ur nunnber to friend who can help 
with car? He has some original paperwork that 
might help the repairs. Can he come over and 
play? ;) I asked thinking of Alasdair and the car¬ 
shaped treasure map Payne had left us. 

if he likes the smell of Lava soap he's in. 

Hah! I'll ask! Thx! You won't regret it - / promise. 

Can't top last adventure, can it? 

You never know.;) Now go to bed! 

How did you know, Witchy Woman? 

It's 4 a.m. your time - lucky guess?;) 

Night Witchy Woman... 

That sorted, I realized I should work on getting some 
sleep myself. I had a long day traveling ahead of me. I hid 
The Opal back in my boot and hit the shower. 



Chapter XXV 


The airline Strike - let me rephrase that - the Strike by 
airline customers over Spring Break, had been brushed off 
by the industry and the government as a blip and they'd 
gone right back to their price gouging, nickel and diming, 
and public molestation of children and disabled people. I 
refused to fly to Washington. As such, I faced a thirty-six- 
hour train ride north. 

At 5:30 a.m., I boarded the train under my own name - I 
was, after all, just traveling to visit Jo - even though I was 
carrying Misty in my suitcase. The ride to Los Angeles was 
quiet and uneventful, and smelled delicious. What is it 
about the smell of travel - the smell of the travel of 
yesteryear anyway, before stress and the TSA ruined it - the 
smell of warm coffee, cool toothpaste, and 100 perfumes, 
colognes, lip glosses, and deodorants, mixed with fuel, and 
grease, and newspapers that makes you excited? It's the 
smell of adventure that we all grew up with in the 20th 
century. That smell has been ruined in airports with the 
addition of latex gloves, sweat, funky feet, and the blood 
and urine of passengers who dare to cross the Terracotta 
Soldier Army. Luckily this glorious perfume still exists on 
trains, I thought as I relaxed into my seat, closed my eyes 
and listened to the clickity-clack of metal on metal layered 
over the sounds of sipped coffee and rustled newspaper. 

I changed trains at Union Station, boarded the Coast 
Starlight, found my closet, er "cabin", stowed my suitcase, 
locked the door, and made my way to the parlor car to settle 
in until night came. 

The Orient Express it ain't, I thought looking around. 
Hell, it's not even the train from St Pancras to 
Nottingham...but it'll do. 

With hours ahead of me I had time to let my brain wander 
- a luxury most people don't allow themselves anymore 



because they're so busy on devices, so worried about 
missing out on trivial things that just don't matter. 

It's funny how the mind works - not linear, well not for 
very long anyway; not circular or spiral, not really 
anyway...it's far more multi-dimensional if you give it its 
head as it were. The beat of a song from the headphones of 
the man across the aisle from me triggered thoughts of 
Hawaii some thirty years earlier. There hadn't been much 
music in Hawaii, it suddenly occurred to me. There had 
been lots of music when we lived in Florida, on the 
commune, in the pyramid - the Beatles, Fleetwood Mac, 
Manfred Mann, Simon and Garfunkel....but I don't know what 
happened in Hawaii. Maybe the turntable didn't make it on 
the shipping container? 

Who are you kidding, even if it had, there was no 
eiectricity up on that damn voicano! 

True. 

One of the few times I heard music was when my step- 
monster took an aerobics class down in the tiny village at 
the base of Mauna Kea and for some reason the only song 
that stuck in my head from her class, outside of which I was 
ordered to sit and watch my younger brother, half-sister, and 
step-brother, was Crocodiie Rock, probably because of the 
ridiculous arm movement they all made every time Elton 
sang the words Crocodiie Rock - they opened up their arms 
and closed them again like giant crocodile jaws and at ten 
years-old I'd rolled my eyes at the grown women paying 
money to act like my younger siblings. 

The song I'd caught a few beats of on the train moments 
before had reminded me of Crocodiie Rock. 

it's amazing how important music is, how much the brain 
craves it. i can't beiieve i never reaiized how siient that 
year in Hawaii was, how devoid of music it was, untii just 
now. 

Hawaii made me think of strawberry guavas - I must have 
eaten thousands of the things! And the red clay in the soil 
that turned my feet a rusty red color because we never wore 



shoes. And pot plants Dad grew in the gulch - the sticky 
brown sap that peppered the stems. What other ten-year- 
old knows about Kona Gold and Maul Wowle??? 

Then my brain jumped to the ex-boyfriend who sold coke 

- and not the soda. He and his customers would exchange 
the blow and cash back and forth in matchbooks... 

Do they even make matchbooks anymore? 

Jeezus, you did some stupid shit when you were younger 

- remember that time you and he went camping and he 
pulled a gun out from under his seat and pointed It at a 
driver next to you guys - with you right In the crossfire? 

Or how about the time you decided to play Mario Andretti 
on that brand-new road In Sabre Springs and spun out until 
your ass was on a sidewalk, ten Inches from a fire hydrant? 

Don't all seventeen-year-olds do stupid shit like that? 
Probably not the ones who have parental Involvement. 
Wonder how all that will measure up to what you're about to 
do now? You going to look back on today and wonder If you 
should have just stayed home? Or stayed on the commune 
with Dad? What would life had been like If you'd stayed In 
Hawaii? Would you still be living on The Farm? Would you 
be the pakalolo princess of Mauna Kea? 

I smiled out the window of the train at the idea of topless, 
barefoot forty-five-year-old me, a wreath of buds crowning 
my head, running a pot farm above Paul Mitchell Systems' 
awapuhi farm... l/l/e//. Dad would have been proud. I thought 
and internally rolled my eyes. 

Yeah, too bad he could never be proud of me unless I did 
everything his way. 

His words echoed in my head - You're just like your 
mother! And she's just like her father! Stubborn! You're 
never going to amount to anything If you leave, you'll be a 
loser just like they are! 

If serving in the Air Corps during WWII, working and 
supporting his family, owning two houses and enjoying 
retirement and friends is being a loser - then yeah, you sure 
had Grandpa dead to rights. Dad! 



So here / am, a loser by Dad's standards, about to rip the 
bandage off the festering wound that is the world right 
now... 

Yeah Dad, I really crapped the bed by leaving your ass 
and learning to read and write and do math! What! Ever!!!! 

I folded my arms across my chest in indignation and 
stared hard out the window begging the tears not to come. 

My brain switched tracks sensing unhealed wounds 
ahead...It jumped to thinking of our dogs. 

DOG, I MISS PIXIE AND COWBOY. 

Okay, no tears Laura!!! 

I swallowed hard and dug my fingernail into my bicep to 
stave off the tears. It was obvious I was burning out. I 
hadn't seen Jesse in months; I missed the dogs and Lexie 
and the pub. I was tired and stressed and alone.... 

You're nevera/or?e.'Whispered a voice in my head. 

Aza. Hi. Was all I could muster without falling to bits at 
the realization I finally had the fairy godmother I'd always 
wished for during my childhood and teen years - hell even 
most of my adult years! 

I'm no fairy! Nor am / a mother of gods! 

I know, I know, I said silently to her, laughing a bit in my 
mind at her indignation. It's a saying. A fantasy person 
wished for by humans when they're scared or mistreated. 

Well good! Fairies are wicked little beasties and there are 
no gods, and if there were, none to which I would be 
mother! 

Wait! Fairies are real???? 

Not such that you would understand, but what you 
humans think of as fairies are spirit fragments left behind in 
this world that infect living things and turn them quite mad. 

Spirit fragments? 

When someone, or something for that matter, dies, the 
essence that made them unique is reabsorbed by the 
universe. Energy is neither created nor destroyed - it just 
changes form. The ember of life is not extinguished by the 
sea in which it resides, but sometimes embers separate and 



do not return to the sea - sometimes fragments land on 
things already inhabited - the result is...not pleasant... 

Wait. What? The sea? I asked, shoving aside the more 
obvious questions about the explanation of the unexplained. 

The sea is the origin of life. Surely, you've heard this 
before. 

Sure - primordial ooze and all that. 

That is the way humans have chosen to understand it. 
Yes, evolution is a factor, but the fire, the life that burned in 
the sea, yearning to explore this world and others, lived in 
the sea long before life as you know it. Even I am part of 
that fire, and when I die my ember will return to merge with 
the fire. My ember, spirit, or soul as some humans call it, 
will rejoin the waters that feed this world, it will mix with 
others who have gone before me to create those who shall 
come after. 

Aza faded away from my mind. She must have realized I 
was trying to digest everything she'd just explained to me. 
Not only had she spoken the words, but she'd shown me 
images of the ribbons of fiery energy swirling, flowing, and 
roiling in the Pacific, right outside the window of the train, 
waiting to create new life - be it hummingbirds, trees, or 
humans. 

I became lost in my thoughts - the idea of the essence of 
every living thing that had come before, merging (or was it 
re-merging?) with one great energy, spread out like a spider 
web across all the waters of the world, only to re-emerge as 
a unique entity, remixed from the whole, when new life was 
created. What about seeds, I wondered, imagining them 
"infected" with life from the water they drew, from the soil in 
which their parent plant lived? Humans? Did they draw 
essence from the water in their ceils at the moment of 
conception or did an ember spirit thing rush from nearby 
water to "infect" a newly formed zygote? I turned it all over 
and over in my mind, like a toy I once had - a Rubik's cube 
like thing made of colored wooden squares connected by 
stretchy string. It could change shape, flip in on itself, twist 



and turn - but barring cutting the string and rethreading it, I 
never could get it back into a cube. I was never going to put 
the way I looked at life back into the same box again. 

The announcement of a wine and cheese tasting 
beginning in the parlor car drew me out of my mind-bending 
thoughts. I sat in my seat at the last window and people- 
watched for the next hour. Time flew by in blurry slow 
motion...! saw everything, but my thoughts were elsewhere. 
Wine, cheese, dinner, sunset, photographs, laughter....it all 
seemed so silly, but so very important. Here we are, all of 
us, one unique life fueled by one unique spark from a sea of 
fire that burns to live, explore, dance, laugh, love, fee!....and 
we spend most of our time trying to drown it because 
someone, somewhere, decided controlling us was 
imperative and convinced us that we had to earn our 
freedom and joy through work and sacrifice. We were 
convinced that we had to enslave ourselves to their system 
to earn money to be allowed education, health care, and the 
pursuit of happiness. When did we forget that we are all 
entitled to freedom and happiness just by virtue of existing? 
When did we lose our hght? When did the drive our 
ancestors felt - the drive to survive, demand rights, hold 
people accountable, and be the masters and mistresses of 
our own destinies - leave us? When did we trade virtual 
reality for reality? Oh hell, what does it matter? Pinpointing 
the moment humans, Americans, Europeans, whomever, 
started violating the canine doesn't matter - we're here! 

I pulled the flask from my messenger bag and took a 
large sip. My tongue sizzled as the liquid fire slid down my 
throat and settled in my chest. Neither wine nor cheese did 
anything for me, and I wasn't in the mood to socialize, but I 
did need to get out of my head for a while, so I pulled out 
my book of logic puzzles and a pencil and got to work - 
taking occasional breaks to check in with my flask. Around 



10 o'clock I packed it in and headed for my cabin to try to 
get some sleep. 

I was still awake at midnight...! lay in my bunk wondering 
if it was all worth it. Would what we were doing make a 
difference? Would enough people actually care? Why don't 
people realize they are more powerful in numbers? Why do 
we fight over the stupid little things rather rail against the 
larger injustices? People are so miserable they passive- 
aggressively exercise their impotence by driving like 
assholes, bullying acquaintances, and trying to create an 
illusion of success that they completely miss the fact they're 
accomplishing nothing. Ironically, and horrifyingly, the only 
people who succeed in banding together are the last people 
you want organizing - religious nuts, anti-government 
extremists, and women haters. "UGH!" I said aloud as I tried 
to get comfortable on the narrow mattress packed into the 
sleeping shelf on the wall of my room. "Oh, fuck it!" I said 
sitting up and nearly clocking my head on the bunk above 
me. 

I was lonely and frustrated and barring trying to type into 
jinn on my stupid touchscreen iPhone - I mean would it 
fucking kill you to make a phone with a physical keyboard, 
Timmy? - I had no way of safely communicating with 
anyone...except, I realized...! had the Spirit Stone. 

I leaned up against the back wall of the bunk with my 
feet hanging over the edge. I pulled the necklace from 
which hung the Spirit Stone and Scrying Silver wrapped up 
in a crisscross of thin wires of the copper Cruth-atharraich, 
over my head and laid it on the sheet between my legs. I 
removed the mesh bracelet holding The Hexensteine and 
laid it out next to the pendant. And I pulled off The Trinity 
Ring and set it between the pendant and the bracelet. My 
mind wandered as I stared at the treasures before me. I 
thought of The Fire Opal at home and wondered what other 
pieces of The Orb were still out there. I wondered if Aza had 
meant to destroy them and pulled her punch or if they were 



indestructible. I wondered, if the world was destroyed, by 
war or black hole or super nova, what would happen to the 
essence of life that lived in the sea...And then I remembered 
Aza's brothers...Were their spirits in the water, waiting to be 
reborn? Had they been reborn already? Did that explain the 
evil that permeated humanity generation after generation? 

No child, spoke Aza in my mind. They are gone. I do not 
sense them in the waters or in the living. When The Opal 
destroys, it destroys completely. Humans created great evil 
all on their own - you cannot blame my brothers any more 
than you can blame your fictional Satan. There are no gods, 
and there are no devils...just humans searching for reasons 
and excuses. Until humans take responsibility, and hold 
others accountable, for their own actions they will never 
learn what life really is. And then she was gone. 

I picked up the pendant and sighed wondering if humans 
had ever been happy. 

"Laura? Is that you?" asked Grandpa Ed. 

"Hiya Grandpa...." 

"What's wrong? And where are you? From my angle, it 
looks like you're in a prison bunk!" 

"Hah! Close - a train cabin. I'm somewhere north of San 
Francisco, barreling towards Seattle to visit a cousin. She's 
actually a cousin of Grandma's Houlard family - descended 
from Grandma's dad's sister, Marie Barbara." 

"I never did meet much of the Syracuse family. Bad 
blood, lots of bad blood. Old Joe died before I met your 
Grandma, but her father was no fan of the man." 

"You ever wonder what makes some people act like such 
jerks?" 

"Sweetheart, I wondered that for months sitting in tents 
in North Africa," he said forlornly. "Men killing men every 
day because someone told them to, because they were told 
the other man was to blame for all that was wrong in the 
world. Not enough people questioned what the hell we were 
doing and why they were doing it. So much anger. So much 
fear. So many of my friends who didn't get to go home. 



blown from the sky, shot on the ground...And why? Because 
mad men have all the time in the world to be horrible, evil, 
greedy, rotten bastards, while real men are working to be 
decent, responsible people...." He drifted off, lost in his own 
memories. 

"Did you ever talk to your friends, your fellow soldiers? 
Did they feel the same?" I asked drawing him back to my 
present. 

"Some did. Many did actually. But it started a whole new 
cycle of hatred - they hated the Germans and Japanese and 
the Italians and the French, and later even the Jews - for not 
stopping Hitler and his henchmen in their tracks, for 
allowing them to march across Europe and drag us to the 
pits of Hell. So many lives lost for nothing. Because early 
on, people didn't fight back, because the leaders of Europe 
and America wouldn't listen and left that cancerous ulcer to 
fester and grow, ravaging everything in its path...The 
Germans started it because a lunatic whispered promises of 
empire and glory in their ears; by the time we ended it, the 
world was fractured into pieces held together by duct taped 
treaties and fear of the atomic bomb." 

"You have no idea...." 

"What is it, Laura? How bad has it gotten? My last 
memories were of talk to tear down the Berlin Wall and 
trying to make friends with the Russians. Has something 
happened?" 

"Well, yes and no," I sighed. 

"So, no nuclear war?" 

"Not in the traditional sense, no. The war we're in is more 
psychological than anything, but an underlying theme for 
some countries is acquisition of nuclear material. Some 
countries still want to have the bomb; we're still at war 
trying to stop the proliferation of warheads that we already 
have too many of, I mean. I'd give them a fricken Little Boy if 
I thought we could all finally get along, but it's so much 
deeper than that...so much deeper." 

"The chickens have come home to roost?" 



"I suppose they have. Education is abysmal, the 
economy limps along on the twin crutches of government 
bailouts and artificially inflated bubbles, employment 
numbers don't reflect all the people who can't get a job or 
who are underemployed...The middle class has been 
obliterated by rising costs in everything from automobiles to 
college to healthcare to zoo memberships. People spend 
money they don't have and live on the edge of bankruptcy 
every day - one rainy day and they're wiped out. We're 
going to have our first woman president, but she'll only win 
because she's the lesser of two evils, not because she's a 
strong leader. Americans are hated wherever they go and 
after the 2016 election - we're a laughing stock. The UK 
likes to poke fun at us, but they're a joke in their own right. 
France, Germany, Spain...all crumbling under the weight of 
bad leadership and immigration from the east. And nobody 
wants to own their mistakes - it's all about blaming the other 
guy..We're torn apart over religion, gender, race - you name 
it. People are fighting over things they really don't care 
about because they're so angry about being trapped in jobs 
they hate just to be able to pay rent and buy a new smart 
phone...." 

"What's a smartphone?" 

"Oh, that's right...good grief. How do I explain the 21st 
Century to you? Well, let's see...you passed away in 
1986...when you went to the Social Security offices or the 
DMV - everything was entered into computers to determine 
the amount of your benefits checks and registration fees - 
you with me?" 

"Yes, I'm with you...computers...go on." 

"Well, now, computers like those are in millions of homes, 
and they're connected to something called the internet, also 
known as the World Wide Web. A series of cables and other 
computers connect personal computers at home to 
businesses, services, and other people's personal computers 
creating a web of interconnectivity all over the world. 
People still use computers to type letters, but more often 



they send communications electronically - we call it email, 
electronic mail. They use the computers, and the internet 
connections, to play games, shop, meet people, take classes, 
navigate, and do research. Plus, almost everyone has a 
what's called a mobile or "smart" phone now. They're 
individual, personal phones that fit in your pocket and 
connect wirelessly to networks of towers controlled by phone 
companies - think of it like a walkie-talkie that can dial a 
phone number. They're small computers that allow us to 
make phone calls and also connect us to the internet to do 
all the things a larger desktop computer would do - here, 
this is mine," I said holding my iPhone up to the Spirit Stone. 

"A tiny computer you say," he said, his image moving 
around the reflective glass surface set above the Spirit 
Stone. "Well I'll be! I never gave much thought to the 
things after the war, but I heard about machines that did 
computing and code breaking when I was in the Air Corps. 
We'd get intelligence we needed to plan bombing runs; we 
never knew where it came from, but after the Germans 
surrendered I was sent to Austria, to Linz...We needed to 
beat the Russians there to gather, well, everything, but 
especially everything pertaining to the Messerschmitts. I 
met some men, Brits, who let slip one night about the future 
and machines that could think on their own and solve 
problems, but they said they were as big as cottages! You're 
telling me a whole computer fits in your hand? How do you 
enter information and get it to perform? Do you speak to 
it?" 

"Well, you can, or you can type into it using a tiny 
keyboard on the screen." 

"Well, I'll be damned! Okay, but what do these things 
have to do with the problems you're having?" 

"They're expensive, and they're dangerous if you're not 
careful. Aside from the distraction they provide to people 
who can't stop using them while they walk, drive, whatever, 
they open up a door into your life that thieves try to enter 
through to steal your identity, bank information. 



communications, photos, etc. And this goes back to the 
psychological war I mentioned. But first, I have to tell you 
about September 11th." 

"What about it?" 

"September 11th, 2001. It's the day two passenger 
loaded commercial airplanes were flown into the Twin Towers 
in New York City, an additional one crashed into the 
Pentagon and a fourth crashed into a field in Pennsylvania 
because the hijackers were overpowered by passengers 
before it could be flown into another building, possibly the 
White House. It was a terrorist attack - hijackers 
commandeered the planes and crashed them, killing 
thousands. They did it in the name of their religion and in 
response to what they called our 'meddling in the Middle 
East'. 

"I told your grandmother and your great-uncle something 
like that would happen!" Grandpa interjected. "The writing 
was on the wall for everyone with half a brain to see. We 
just had to play kingmaker and stick our thumbs in 
everyone's pudding, didn't we? Yes, yes, we did...," he 
trailed off lost in memories of when World War I was still a 
raw wound and World War II haunted his every step. 

"September 11th," I continued, bringing him out of his 
one-hundred-year-old history, "started a war in the Middle 
East that has dragged on for 15 years. The wars in Iraq and 
Afghanistan have bled into Libya, Syria, Pakistan...you name 
it, we're mired in it, but it's the war at home that's like 
nothing you've ever seen. In the name of security, we now 
get violated at the airport, physically and electronically 
surveilled by all manner of law enforcement...and hacked by 
state sponsored criminals." 

"Hacked?" 

"It's a term used to describe someone breaking into a 
device to gather information. In theory, I could hack a 
transistor radio by taking it apart to figure out how it works 
and try to make it work better or differently, but more often 
than not, when we speak of hacking these days we're talking 



about someone accessing devices connected to the internet. 
It's not just personal, government, and business computers 
that are connected to the internet, there are also devices 
that process credit card payments in stores, security 
cameras, traffic lights, etc. that are connected. Hackers 
make billions of dollars breaking into devices to steal 
money, business secrets, movie scripts, communications, 
military plans - you name it, they try, and usually succeed in 
accessing whatever they want. Sometimes its criminal 
networks looking to suck up millions of credit card numbers 
to resell and sometimes it's foreign governments looking to 
undermine the economy or get an edge negotiating a 
contract. 

The bottom line is - the attacks on September 11th 
coincided with the beginning of a boom in technological 
advancement. The fallout from the attack and the tech 
boom occurring at the same moment resulted in a burning of 
the Constitution like you can't imagine...You thought Hoover 
and McCarthy were bad? Imagine if they had had 
microphones in nearly every house in the world. Well, that's 
a reality now. People have bought technology without fully 
understanding them and brought them into their homes, 
cars, and offices where they act like tracking devices, 
listening devices, and access portals for data theft. For 
years the US government has been eavesdropping on every 
citizen and every citizen they talk to anywhere in the 
world...and as horrific as that is, it's not nearly as bad as the 
financial loss due to electronic theft from the IRS, people's 
bank accounts, credit cards...and on and on. We've become 
so dependent on technology for simple everyday things 
most people can't function when without it. Cars are stuffed 
full of computers running programs that control braking, fuel 
delivery, and the engine turning on and off. Corporations 
gather all our personal information to package and sell to 
marketing firms, but do nothing to protect it from getting 
stolen, and then they lie and cover up these security 
breaches to protect themselves from lawsuits. People don't 



use paper maps anymore - all navigation is done on their 
smart phone or by a computer in their car. And anytime 
something goes wrong - it's on the victim to deal with it. 
Get your credit card stolen - it's on you to monitor and 
report and file reports and order new cards. Someone files a 
tax return in your name - it's on you to contact the IRS and 
file a million forms to unwind it all. People are too lazy now 
to use actual keys to start their cars and lock or unlock the 
doors - their keys constantly send out radio signals to the 
car's onboard computer, which means a criminal can just 
amplify that signal and push a button to start your car while 
your key is in your home or office. You don't like it? Too bad, 
file a police report and watch your insurance go up - even 
though the car manufacturers know about the problem, no 
one forces them to fix it. It's obscene. Average citizens are 
robbed of time and money every day and the state and 
federal governments do nothing about it because they're in 
on it!" 

Grandpa let out a long, slow whistle. "It's as bad as all 
that, is it? Why doesn't anyone speak up? Seems to me 
there's power in numbers and there certainly are more 
citizens then there are bankers and politicians. And why, for 
the love of Mike, did everyone allow themselves to become 
so dependent on these gizmos? One thing I knew growing 
up was that your brain is your most powerful tool - why 
would everyone let computers do all their thinking for them? 
Don't people worry about what will happen if the power goes 
out? Surely all these gadgets of yours need electricity - 
what happens if the batteries die and you don't know how to 
read a map or use a payphone?" 

"Payphones really don't exist in America anymore," I said 
sadly. 

"WHAT? How is that possible? How do you call for a taxi 
or a tow truck if you break down? It's not like you can just 
walk into a business and ask to use their phone, what if 
there's no business around? Payphones were so important 
in my day." 



I didn't know if I should even try to explain ride-sharing 
apps, or apps in general, so I just left it with, “As these 
mobile phones gained popularity, payphones were too 
expensive to maintain so the owners just shut them down 
and sold them to other countries where they are still in use. 
I'm telling you. Grandpa, you wouldn't recognize America 
today." 

"No, I don't suppose I would," he said resignedly. "How on 
earth did it come to this? Why don't people protest? Your 
mother's generation and the blacks - they were great at 
that. Why aren't they out marching on Washington, 
demanding investigations and accountability? That Martin 
Luther King understood the power of showing up in 
numbers!" 

"Hah, well, as it turns out. Mom's generation IS THE 
PROBLEM! The Baby Boomer generation is running the 
country and running it into the ground. They deregulated 
everything so now corporations run the economy, and rather 
than re-regulate them, they just give them more and more 
freedom because they are too scared to disrupt the system 
they now rely so heavily upon for Social Security, Medicare, 
and investment returns. All that sabre rattling they did in 
the '60s that bled into free love and LSD binges in the '70s 
turned into unmitigated greed in the '80s. Now they only 
get out of their recliners when someone talks about cutting 
their welfare benefits or building houses in their 
neighborhoods. Boomers don't care that their children and 
grandkids are drowning in debt, unable to afford housing or 
health insurance, and will probably never see a Social 
Security check issued in their name. The politicians of this 
age group are particularly egregious - they're in bed with 
corporations and foreign leaders, taking money and support 
from them hand over fist, but as long as no one takes away 
the free medical care for Boomers, they're given free rein to 
do whatever they want. I'm sure you saw plenty of this in 
your time - but the graft is so enormous and out in the open 
now, it's pretty disgusting." 



"We surely did, but it wasn't as prolific as you make it 
sound in your day." 

"Well, we've had a huge shift. The middle class has been 
nearly obliterated. Earnings have not nearly kept up with 
costs, so more and more middle-class people slip into 
poverty every day. It's a function of the economy as much 
as our dreadful education system. For all our technological 
advances, education has become a joke. We only teach 
people to be good at trivia - we don't teach them to think or 
build things unless it's computer related. People aren't 
taught about budgets, they don't plan for the future, but 
they just have to have the newest gadget every time one is 
released. They are obsessed mth keeping up the Joneses, 
they fall for the propaganda about buying houses they can't 
afford, investing in Wall Street, and buying a new smart 
phone every two years - and they end up broke. They don't 
look beyond their noses and don't question anything, so 
they get taken to the cleaners by everyone who comes along 
looking to make a buck. Technology was supposed to make 
our lives easier and give us more time to do things we enjoy, 
instead we've become slaves to owning it, using it, and 
paying for it." 

"Oh Laura, I'm so sorry. This just breaks my heart. I 
wanted so much for you and Brent to be happy. Growing up 
with your father was so disastrous, but I had hoped that 
would all turn around once you both moved to California, 
and then that was such a mess with your mom and that 
second husband of hers, and now to find out the country my 
brothers and I fought so hard to protect is as corrupt as it 
is...." 

"We're okay. Brent has carved out his little world and 
Jesse, Lexie and I are fine. Ironically, all those years with 
Dad, and living with Mom, actually prepared me for life 
better than most people my age, and I've passed that 
knowledge on to Lexie. Our survival skills will come in 
handy soon..." 

"What does that mean?" 



"Well, let's just say, knowing how to dial a landline, read a 
paper map and use a compass, dig a latrine, drive a car with 
a flooded carburetor and manual transmission, and grow a 
garden are skills many citizens of the US and Europe may 
find themselves in need of soon," I said with a smirk. 

"Laura! Don't tell me you're going to do something 
dangerous!" 

"Honestly Grandpa - I've got nothing to lose anymore. 
That's the thing that greedy people never seem to 
understand - there's an equilibrium between how much 
abuse a person can take and how much is being dished 
out...The scales have been tipped too far and now a few of 
us are going to balance things out," I said with a wink. 

Grandpa chuckled, "Your grandmother always said you 
were a handful. I just told her you were spirited. I wish now 
I'd spent more time getting to know you. Brent was the only 
boy in our family - I suppose I was a bit too interested in 
that. It seems so silly now to care about things like that, but 
it was important then. Did you feel slighted?" 

"Nah. You taught me to play checkers and fish. You let 
me drive the boat. I guess it was just how you and Grandma 
divided up the labor - you were the fun grandparent and she 
was the mom telling me to wash up, not swear, keep it down, 
not to run by the pool, and chew with my mouth closed. She 
was always easier on Brent - probably because he was 
younger and because he was a boy and boys are allowed to 
be obnoxious. But she wanted me to be a lady - 
unfortunately, white kid gloves were never going to be in my 
wardrobe. Poor Grandma...All she ever wanted was a proper 
family and instead she got two daughters with five divorces 
between them and two wild grandkids. Still burns my butter 
a little that she left everything to Mom and AJ, it's like they 
got rewarded for making crappy life choices, while I was 
busting my butt to be a good mom, wife, and human being." 

"What do you mean, five divorces and left everything to 
the girls?" 



"Oh, that's right...you don't know any of this, do you? 
Well, let's see - after you passed away, AJ and Tony divorced, 
AJ moved to Ashville to live with Grandma, went to school to 
become a physical therapist, then moved to San Diego, 
married a fireman, divorced him, married a rocket scientist, 
moved to Arizona, divorced him, and moved back to 
California. I think she's in the Bay Area these days. You 
already knew about Mom and Dad divorcing, but in 2001, 
after Grandma died. Mom and Justin divorced. Justin blamed 
me, but the fact was. Mom inherited enough money from 
Grandma to leave him and support herself until she got a 
financial settlement from the divorce. When Grandma died 
she left everything to Mom and AJ. They gave Brent and me 
Grandma's Volvo, but I let Brent have it - he later ended up 
living in it and I have no idea what happened to it. Mom 
gave Brent your watch, and years later Lexie got Grandma's 
two charm bracelets and the peach pit ring you made...but 
the house, the investment accounts, the bank accounts - all 
$600,000 of it went to Mom and AJ. Grandma told me she 
was going to do it." 

"She what?" 

"She came to our condo one night for dinner and asked 
how Jesse and I were doing financially. I told her we were 
fine - paying our bills. She said, 'Good, because I'm leaving 
everything to my girls. They both need it and you seem to 
be doing fine.' 

"That's not what we discussed! We talked about leaving 
a little something to you and Brent and setting aside money 
for any grandchildren! Did she give you any money when I 
died?" 

"Yes, she gave me two thousand. I bought a car!" I 
replied smiling, images of my first Scirocco filling my head. 

"But she didn't leave anything to Lexie in her will?" 

"Nope. Not a red cent. She wrote a will, but all she said 
about anyone but Mom and AJ was that Shelley had her 
jewelry shop and might like some pieces from Grandma's 
collection and that the cousins should be able to each pick a 



piece to remember her by. She mentioned something about 
my birthstone being a ruby, like hers, so I might like a ruby 
piece, but that was it - and nothing about Lexie at all." 

"That's ridiculous! It goes against everything we ever 
discussed. She knew I wanted those girls to stand on their 
own feet! It's why I told your mother I wouldn't pay for her 
to go back to college when you came to North Carolina in 
1985! And to not leave anything for Lexie for college? 
That's not what we agreed to if there were any 
grandchildren. You and Brent were so young when I died, 
she promised me she'd look out for you two and your 
children!" 

"It worked out in the end. I ended up with The Orb pieces 
and Lexie was well provided for by Jesse and me." 

"This is true. I suppose it worked out for the best," he 
said with a sigh of resignation. "Have you given any 
thought to who you will leave The Orb pieces to when you 
die?" 

"I'll leave them to Lexie, and ultimately Aza will care for 
them if no one else can." 

"I still can't believe we had all that in the house for all 
those years." 

"It's funny how some families focus so much on the future 
they forget the past, and how some families are so obsessed 
with where they came from they can't function in the 
present." 

"It seems wealth plays a part in the formula. When you're 
trying to find wealth you dismiss history, but when you have 
money, your history is a financial multiplier." 

"Ain't that the truth! There's a man running for President 
right now who is trying to trade on his wealth and family 
history as reasons he'd make a good leader...but what he 
doesn't say is that is family history is rife with scandal, 
lawsuits, and fraud investigations. This guy's dad took tax 
payer money from the FHA in the '40s to build housing in 
New York, four MILLION dollars more than he needed. 



pocketed the money, and turned that into even more 
money." 

"Wait, this is ringing a bell. Brooklyn...The windfall 
investigations from '54 or '55? His son is running for 
PRESIDENT?" 

"Yup. You know him?" 

"I know enough of him. I don't have to tell you how long 
my family had been in Brooklyn..." 

"Your mom's family was there beginning in at least 1850, 
and in New York since, well, 1710." 

"Exactly. Well, Trottel the Elder started building in 
Brooklyn around the time I joined the 17th and left for North 
Africa. Mother wrote me about the developments. Everyone 
was suspicious of newish Germans, and this fellow was 
trying to pretend he wasn't German, even though everyone 
knew he was barely born in the US. It was rumored his 
father had been kicked out of Germany, but at that time we 
didn't know whether to believe it or assume it was self- 
planted propaganda in an attempt to ingratiate himself into 
important social circles. To protect herself. Mother made 
sure to steer clear of anything having to do with that family. 
Meanwhile, there he was, home, safe in the states, playing 
landlord while real Americans were fighting and dying in 
Europe and Africa - it was impossible to believe he was a 
patriot. Real Brooklynites like Mother and her social circle 
knew him for what he was, but he was able to sell homes 
and continue to build because people wanted to get out of 
Manhattan. Later, after the war, after your mother and aunt 
were born, when we were living in Buffalo, all the papers 
were filled with stories of tenants suing Trottel and retailers 
getting put out on the streets if they couldn't pay the new 
rents on his properties. Blacks were being denied homes 
because of their skin color. And then the windfall 
investigations exploded and it came out that he was one of 
the builders that took more in loans than he needed. Some 
of our friends were caught up in that - losing their shops, 
having to move because they couldn't find or afford 



housing... Mother was so disgusted. I, and so many local 
sons had risked our lives while he got rich off our tax dollars. 
She'd be spinning in her grave to know his son was running 
for President!" 

"Well, I won't call and tell her!" I said with a laugh. 

"That would be best. But you should call her someday. 
After my brother died without children, you and Brent were 
the last of her line...I'm sure she would enjoy knowing how 
you turned out." 

We talked for another hour, about his brother, his father, 
growing up in Brooklyn...all the things I'd wished I'd asked 
him when he was alive. As the sun peeked under my cabin 
door we said goodbye and I promised to let him know how 
things turned out with my plans. 

As I packed up and got ready to leave the train a thought 
occurred to me, / wonder what happens when a spirit that 
returned to the water, ieaves the water to enter another 
iife...Can I no ionger reach them on the Spirit Stone? 
Florence had been dead over forty years, maybe she was a 
coyote or a spider by now? I made a mental note to ask Aza 
about it and zipped up my toiletry bag. 

We rolled into the station only a few minutes late. I found 
Jo and we trundled off to breakfast and a good old-fashioned 
catch up. She had to work later that day but confirmed she 
could take me into the bank to see about setting up an 
account, wink, wink. - She literally winked at me when she 
said it, knowing full well what I intended to do because I'd 
pushed the image into her mind. 

We left the diner and drove to Jo's bank. The plan was to 
get the bank assignment done, enjoy the next day hanging 
out with Jo on her day off, and have her drop me off the 
following day at the train station from where Misty would 
hail a cab as if she'd just arrived and grab a taxi to Vortech 
Farm. Sure, it was a little convoluted, required me to 
remember to turn off my personal phone for a day, and do a 



costume change in a train station bathroom, but you gotta 
crack some eggs when you're trying to make a revolutionary 
omelet. 

The good thing about small towns is that people know 
each other and that lends itself to trust. All I needed was 
thirty seconds alone with a computer in the bank and Jo 
thought she could get it for me at her bank by bringing me 
in while she talked to them about home loan options. 

"Jo! How are you?" asked the branch manager coming 
out from her office. 

"Great, Sherry. How are the kids?" 

"Good, they're good. Buried in homework, but that's how 
it is these days. What brings you in?" 

"Well, I want to get some information on what it takes to 
get a home loan these days - have you got requirement 
check lists and rate sheets handy?" asked Jo knowing full 
well Sherry would have to print out the most recent rate 
sheets. 

"Sure, no problem, come on in," she said gesturing us into 
her office and extending a hand to me. 

"Laura," I said, introducing myself. "I'm Jo's cousin, just in 
for a visit. She just picked me up from the train station so 
I'm just along for the ride, " I said taking the seat in the 
corner closest to the computer tower beneath Sherry's desk. 

"Nice to meet you," said Sherry typing on her keyboard. 

"So, do you need JUMBO rates too?" asked Sherry as I 
made note of the position of the computer tower sitting on 
the floor beneath her desk and confirmed there were no 
cameras in the office proper. 

"Yeah, you better give it all to me, Kyle will want to see all 
the options." 

The desk was an 'T' shape running from the wall directly 
across from me and turning right in front of me. The tower 
sat in front of me, just behind an eight-inch cross plank 
between two legs of Sherry's desk. The face housing all the 
USB ports, SDCard slots, and A/V inputs was pointed towards 
the wall running parallel to the one I sat next to. Getting my 



thumb drive into the port was going to be a royal pain in the 
ass because I'd have to navigate around that cross bar 
without leaving evidence of what I'd done on the cameras 
shooting every square inch of the lobby and teller windows 
behind the glass wall behind me. Thank crackers this 
program deletes its install history on its own to cover its 
own tracks, because I'd never be able to get on the system 
to do it myself! 

"Sounds good," she said clicking her mouse. "I'll just 
print this out and get a program folder for you, be right 
back." 

As she stood to go I reached down to rustle around in my 
giant messenger bag. As she left the room, I whispered, 
"Now!" to Jo. 

Jo got up and stood in the doorway of Sherry's office. 
"Hey Sherry, you got any coffee? I'm dead on my feet after 
pulling the graveyard shift last night. 

"Sure honey, come on back, we've got some in the break 
room. I'll walk you back. Any for you Laura?" 

"No thanks," I said with a smile, swiveling in my chair to 
look at her through the glass wall of her office. I confirmed 
the single teller was busy with a customer, and got to work. 

Bent over my bag at my feet, I continued searching for 
something with my left hand while my right hand snaked 
over the crossbar and slipped the USB drive into the reader 
slot. I had 30 seconds before I could pull it so using both 
hands now, I started pulling things from the bag - a ball of 
socks, a hair brush, a 35mm point-and-shoot camera, a 
charger cord - and placing them in Jo's seat next to me....27, 
28, 29, 30. I plucked the drive from the port, dropped it in 
the tiny coin pocket in my bag, and created a eureka 
moment by finding first one then another black plastic hair 
chopstick and sticking them in my teeth while I reloaded 
everything back in my bag. 

As Sherry and Jo walked in with two mugs of steaming 
coffee I started wrapping up all my hair into a bun and 
grinned at them, chopsticks still held in my teeth. 



Sherry went over the papers with Jo and we left the bank 
a few minutes later, loan info in hand. 

Back in the car Jo said, "Remind me to tell Kyle about 
this...If Sherry sees him and asks him about it he's gonna be 
all, "What the hell, Jo! We can't afford to buy a house right 
now!"" she laughed. 

"10-4. What time does your shift start today?" 

"4 p.m. to midnight! It's crazy, it's like I'm a damn rookie 
again! But it's just temporary until a couple people come 
back from maternity leave." 

We drove to her house and she racked out for a few hours 
leaving me the car so I drove into Seattle to poke around 
and drink tea. I got back to her place around 3:00. 

I walked in to find her at the breakfast table eating dinner 
in her uniform..."You always eat while armed. Officer Jo?" 

"After what I see on these night shifts. I'd s/70werarmed if 
I could!" she said with a grin. "How was the city?" 

"Meh, it's the city," I said sitting down across from her 
and sliding her car keys towards her. 

"Kyle will be home about 5 p.m. He's usually on his own 
for dinner when I work nights - y'all can order a pizza or 
something," she said tossing her microwave dinner tray in 
the trash. 

"Sounds good," I replied as I noticed the mortgage 
information folder from earlier sitting on the kitchen counter. 

I walked over and picked it up, "I'll explain about this. I'll 
tell him you were helping me out on some research for a 
story and it was just easier to fib a bit to Sherry and claim to 
be thinking about buying rather than tell her it was for a 
story for me." 

"Works for me, one less thing I have to remember to tell 
him. God damn. I'll be glad when I can see my husband 
again!" 

"I can entertain myself tomorrow if you guys want to have 
some alone time...." 

"No way! Plus, Jerkface has to work noon to 8...damn 
responsible man picking up extra shits 'n' shit!" 



I laughed, "Okay, then I'll cook dinner for the three of us 
tomorrow night - a late dinner, my famous pot pie soup, 
bread, wine, beer, cheesecake....and you'll be rid of me early 
the next morning." 

"Done! Okay, I'm outta here, gotta go protect and serve 
or some shit." 

Jo, Kyle, and I crammed a week of fun into a day and 
before I knew it I was back at the train station adjusting 
Misty's wig on my head in a bathroom stall. 

I grabbed a cab from the line outside the station as if 
Misty had just arrived and headed to Vortech Farm. Using 
the DoD ID and inspection appointment scheme designed by 
Max which I'd used in the southwest, I easily gained 
entrance to the servers and dropped Hummingbird on a 
couple dozen machines. 

As Misty/I waited in the reception area for a cab to return 
me back to the train station, I took a moment to realize the 
significance of farms like this...All that data being collected 
and horded. Addresses, search words, web pages visited, 
GPS locations, photos, credit and debit card purchases, tax 
returns, social media posts, blogs, reviews, and the holy grail 
- emails detailing banking info, appointments with doctors, 
financial advisors, tax preparers, job interviewers, online 
orders, gaming accounts, car services, hair appointments - 
all flowing through servers all over the world...An entire 
digital map of a//our lives since about 1995. For too long all 
that data has been in the hands of people who use it to track 
us and market to us while hiding their own shady deals and 
abhorrent behavior and being shielded by Congress from 
accountability for misusing it or exposing it ...Not any more, 
Buckos, I thought to myself. Now we're gonna know 
everything about all of you! 





The rest of April was ridden out in San Diego with 
Clementine and Alasdair. The Jaguar was on its way to the 
East Coast for shipment to JJ by way of Daisy's connections. 

Alasdair had sealed the schematic of the XKE into the 
back cover of one of the hardback books he'd picked up at 
the antique mall in Solana Beach, which were now all 
packed in his suitcase as mementos of his trip should 
customs ask. 

I was sad to be saying good-bye to Clem and AM. It made 
me even more homesick than I'd been before, but I had a 
few things keeping me on this side of the pond... 



Chapter XXVI 


May 2016 

I woke to the sound of my cell phone vibrating on my 
nightstand. I looked at the lock screen - "3 a.m.??? What 
the fuck?" I asked no one as I typed in my passcode. 

The text was from Tara...It was one word... TES.' 

I opened Hisser and hit the search icon to bring up the 
trending topics. #MayDay #OneDayOfUA were number one 
and number two. The movement had started on the East 
Coast just after 5 a.m. as current and former members of the 
military began to line the sidewalks and roads of towns up 
and down the seaboard. The drone video and photos shot 
by the light of early dawn were astounding. Thousands of 
men and women, in uniform and out, holding signs 
demanding Veterans Benefits, proclaiming the military is not 
the enforcement branch of oil companies, and calling for the 
safety and security of deployed service members to be the 
priority over making corporate executives rich. 

I walked to the kitchen to start a pot of tea. I was up now, 
but a little caffeine was definitely needed! 

As the sun rose over the horizon of the different time 
zones, social media and news stations were occupied with 
one topic - the US military on Strike! Officers, enlisted, 
reservists, retired...it didn't matter, thousands of them stood 
shoulder to shoulder with their families and supporters 
across county and state lines. Bases were shut down 
because no one was on duty to operate gates, exchanges, 
ranges, motor pools, or administration offices. 

I started getting texts from Jo, Barb, Myra, Jesse, and even 
George asking if I was seeing this. 



George said she was heading west from dropping off 
Payne's Jaguar and sent photos of people lined up along the 
40 outside of Oklahoma. She said lots of truckers - former 
service members themselves, had pulled over on shoulders 
and in rest stops in the dark hours of the early morning, and 
turned on all their running lights to attract protestors like 
moths to porch lights...Rest stops and shoulders all along the 
major roadways of the US, were filled with parked cars, 
trucks, and rigs - Strikers perched atop. Travelers and other 
truckers honked in support as they whizzed by. 

I texted Tara and found out she, Mark, and Goldie were on 
Miramar Road just west of University Town Center. Luka and 
I headed down to lend our support. 

We stood out there for hours as the crowds grew bigger 
and bigger. Each protestor with the UA for a Day movement 
passed out flyers with three simple demands to anyone who 
showed interest. 

*Prompt Competent Physical and Mental 
Healthcare for Veterans. 

*Outreach to aid Veterans in finding work and 
housing. 

*Complete transparency about objectives of, and 
who stands to profit 
from every mission... 

We chanted: 

We are not disposable! 

We are not indentured servants! 

We exist to protect America and her citizens from 
enemies foreign and domestic, to support and defend 
the Constitution of the United States! 

We are not the private army of Politicians and 
Corporations! 



The news vans rolled up, journalists for every local paper, 
radio show, and neighborhood blogger showed up and 
began interviewing people...The conversation generally 
went like this regardless of to whom they spoke, or where. 

Media: "Who organized this?" 

Striker: "No one." 

Media: "How did you hear about it?" 

Striker: "I saw it on the news." 

Media: "Who were some of the first people out here?" 
Striker: "I don't know." 

Media: "How do you feel about the bases being shut 
down?" 

Striker: "I feel like it's time the government realized we 
aren't their toy soldiers to play with as they feel. It's time 
the government lived up to its obligations just like the 
soldiers have for all these years." 

Media: "Don't you have an obligation to fulfill your duty 
and the oath you took to the military?" 

Striker: "My duty is to the constitution and the country 
and the citizens, not to people who would use me, break 
me, and throw me away." 

Media: "Aren't you afraid of punishment?" 

Striker: "Do you think the military can court martial, 
demote, discipline, or otherwise punish hundreds of 
thousands of active and retired service members? It's 
time to take a stand. They need to live up to their 
obligations and fix the VA, they need to stop fighting 
wars over oil and using the U.S. military to colonize other 
countries. It's time the U.S. government respected the 
U.S. military! It's time to say NO!" 

As the afternoon hours ticked by, egged on by talking 
heads who'd never worn a uniform, in sound studios in LA 
and New York, a few counter-Strikers showed up here and 
there across the country and began haranguing the UA for a 
Day Strikers...."Dereliction of duty!" "Lock 'em up!" "Deport 



them!" "Soldiers TAKE orders - they don't GIVE them!" 
"Real American soldiers do what they're told!" But they 
were, for the most part, ignored. 

A few people on Hisser reported that deployed soldiers 
were joining in the Strike as best they could...Timed to 
coincide with activities in the States, they stood at their 
posts and silently refused to follow orders all day - only 
breaking from their silent, statue-like poses to perform jobs 
imperative to saving lives. 

Navy ships at sea ceased normally scheduled operations, 
but sailors stood ready to guard their ships if anyone 
thought to use the Strike as an excuse to attack. 

Military hospitals and support agencies were about the 
only facilities operating at full staff and full function - a 
factor that was non-negotiable for all participants. That no 
soldier or military family member was to suffer as a result of 
the Strike had been one of the first things agreed upon 
according to what Tara later told me. 

As the sun set across America, the Strikers quietly and 
concertedly packed up their signs, their chairs, their coolers, 
their trash, their sleeping babies, and silently walked back 
to their cars, their busses, and their motorcycles to return 
home. For one day, approximately 80% of the U.S. military - 
from General to Private, from Admiral to Seaman - had stood 
united in one goal...demanding the respect of the 
government which commanded them. They left their areas 
along streets, roads, highways, interstates, and in parks 
better than they had found them and went home. 

No one took responsibility for organizing the Strike and 
no one explained how it had been done...the fact that it had 
been done in total secrecy was a more powerful weapon 
than the Strike itself. 



Tara and Mark invited me to their new place for dinner 
and I obliged - practically giddy at learning how they'd 
pulled it off. 

Over pasta and garlic bread around a thrift store 
breakfast table set up next to their kitchen, I learned it was 
as simple as word of mouth. The world had seen the 
hashtags started by Carnyx, but discounted them as 
ridiculous. Using the fact no one thought it could ever 
happen as cover, whispers among confidants and the old 
axiom - Loose lips sink ships, led to a reasonable percentage 
of the Strikers privately, silently promising to show up. The 
rest was simply spontaneous support as the timid or out-of- 
the-loop joined the Strike. Tara admitted she had been 
scared to death no one would show up and that she, Mark, 
and Goldie would be standing along Miramar Road with a 
dozen or so others and that would have been the extent of 
the Strike...but when she saw the early morning reports from 
the east coast she knew it was going to be incredible. 
Mark's only comment between bites of pasta was a calm, " 
Today the US government learned what the world already 
knew - don't fuck with members of the US Military or their 
supporters." 

I asked him if Carnyx could quote him on that and he just 
winked at me. 

The media was chewing on the One Day of UA Strike for 
days - so-called experts, government officials, and active 
and retired military members showed up on morning shows, 
nightly reports, talk shows, and late-night shows. The 
"experts" discussed repercussions for participants, the 
government sent out spokespeople to try to quell 
international and domestic alarm regarding its apparent lack 
of control over active service members; all while the rank 
and file sailors and soldiers went radio silent refusing 
interviews and saying "No comment" when approached by 
anyone asking questions. As part of organizing this event. 



everyone had agreed that to staunch the panic that would 
ensue in the face of a near total military Strike, all active 
duty military would refrain from perpetuating the affair 
beyond May 1, but Carnyx drove their message home again 
when, the day after the Strike, the account posted Mark's 
quote from a "borrowed" internet connection in Germany. 

The Pentagon issued an announcement on the Second 
indicating the Secretary of the Department of Veterans 
Affairs had agreed to meet with Veterans organizations to 
fast track solutions to the first two demands, but by 
completely ignoring any reference to the third demand, they 
signaled that there would be no movement on it which set 
off a flurry of opinions and theories from the pundits trotted 
out by the usual news channels. 

Tara explained to me that everyone had known all along 
that demand number three would never be met, but it was 
included to put a shot across the White House's bow - 
soldiers and sailors knew they were being used to score 
political points with voters and protect corporations' profits, 
but now they were watching, they were organized, and they 
would not be silenced with words like loyalty, duty, and 
honor...Their loyalty is to their country, their duty is to 
protect her, and honor means standing up for the innocent 
and the weak, not protecting the rich and powerful who 
thrive on abuse of others. A foundation for demanding 
accountability had been poured and set...and the world 
knew it. 


it:*** 


Cinco de Mayo...I had a decision to make... 

May Day had meant the start of something amazing 
across the country, but it also meant summer was, for all 
intents and purposes, here. 

The owners of my rental wanted to double the rent 
starting in June, because that's how things are in SoCal 



beach towns, especially in the summer. At least I wasn't in 
Del Mar, I reasoned, where the price gouging, lack of 
parking, and endless traffic starts in April and doesn't stop 
blowing chunks until the end of October. But still, college 
was out and it was only a matter of days before grade school 
classes were done. Soon it would be time for the Del Mar 
Fair, Comic-Con, & horse racing season. San Diego was 
about to become a hot mess of crowded beaches, no 
parking, gridlocked freeways, and obnoxious drunks of all 
ages weaving about on electric rental scooters and peeing 
on dumpsters. I wanted out! I wanted to go home, back to 
Scotland. Weird. I now consider Scotiand home, I thought 
to myself reflecting on the twelve generations of Americans 
from whom I descended. 

I flipped through the calendar in front of me on the table 
in the kitchen...an old school paper jobbie that had shown 
up in the Zoo News addressed to a previous resident of the 
house. 

Max estimated it would be months before she had enough 
of a handle on the Hummingbird data to give me anything of 
use, so technically I could go home, to Scotiand, weird 
again, and focus on my Alexander Benevolent Society work 
as my plans for Carnyx were now intimately intertwined with 
Max's quest for digital information on corruption and 
corrupters. There was no point in continuing with Carnyx 
partially blinded if The Wick Burners could illuminate things 
in a few months, but my Carnyx work would require me to be 
in the US, if for no other reason than infinitely easier access 
to anonymous internet connections. 

My choices were: A) Stay in San Diego with higher costs 
and crowds, B) Go home to Scotland and a) store Luka in the 
US or b) ship her home and possibly have to ship her back 
later, or C) an option which had just presented itself via a 
message on Jinn - drive to Berkeley and stay with Max while 
she and The Wick Burners developed the Hummingbird haul. 

I wandered out to the front porch and took a seat on the 
hammock stretched between two corners. As I listened to 



the roar of Harleys up and down the 101 behind the house 
and took in the view of cars parked bumper to bumper as far 
as the eye could see in front of the house, I made my 
decision...Berkeley it was! Myra had a hefty list of 
descendants of survivors of Culloden and the Clearances for 
me to help and while I could do that work from anywhere, 
staying with Max would mean a lot less schlep back and 
forth across the Atlantic, with the added bonus of sitting at 
her elbow as she and the gang stitched together everything 
Hummingbird had and still would, collect. 

Decision made, there was no time like the present to get 
moving. I emailed my landlord letting them know I'd be out 
by the end of May, if not sooner; sent a message to Max via 
Jinn that I'd love to take her up on her offer to stay with her, 
and then I phoned Jesse to break the news to him. 

I'd been in the states for nearly 6 months already and 
now I was talking about possibly staying as many more. I 
knew he'd support my decision, and both of us being busy 
made the time go faster, but still...I missed him and the dogs 
and my cozy little pub. 

"Well...you know, this place practically runs itself these 
days - Cassie doesn't need me around to slow her down, plus 
she's got Lexie here and the Wonder Twins are back for the 
summer...! could come to California and drive up to Berkeley 
with you." 

"Seriously? That would be brilliant! Only, no Bell Springs 
Road!" I demanded, referring to a particularly nasty dirt 
track detour Lexie and I had taken off the 101 once, 
courtesy of a crap map app. 

"No problem! We won't even go that far north on the 
101. Bell Springs is way north of Rohnert Park. It's nowhere 
near Berkeley!" he said laughing at my poor geography. 

"Oh, do shut up! I still have twitching episodes from that 
trip - don't mock my directional abilities, or I'll be happy to 
bring up you driving the wrong way down a one-way street 
on our 3rd date!" 

"Fair enough, fair enough." 



We agreed he'd fly in the following week and we'd just 
cut and run sooner rather than later - no point in staying in 
town any longer - and hung up so we could both start 
organizing our respective arrangements. 

I let Max know my arrival plans and texted Tara to see if 
we could meet up for a cuppa before I headed out of town...I 
had something I wanted to give her, in person. 


The next day, after picking up some small boxes and 
packing material for the odds and ends I'd accumulated over 
the last six months, I pulled up in front of a coffee shop off 
the 56 and left Luka parked in the shade of a tree. 

"Hey! How are you?" Tara asked getting up from the table 
to give me a hug. 

"Great, you guys?" I replied hugging her back. 

"Oh, we're fantastic. Here, I got you a cup of your 
jasmine green," she said indicating a paper cup on the table. 
"Mark is loving his job, Goldie adores her teacher and is 
slowing making friends in class. I've applied for a part-time 
job with the district so I can be home when Goldie is out of 
school - but it's a process - skills tests, interviews, 
background checks, politics...." 

"Been there, done that! It's maddening, isn't it?" 

"But the best news is that the VA and DC really took May 
Day seriously - we scared the shit out of them! Meetings are 
happening daily with vets and active duty members to start 
the reorganization of the whole system," she said dropping 
her voice to a whisper. 

"Weird, nothing has leaked to the press about those 
developments. I was surprised how quickly the story died 
after those first few days," I said equally quietly. 

"Yeah, it's the military. A) they like to keep their 
operations on the QT, and B) everyone agrees that they 
don't want to announce changes to staff and structure until 
they're locked in, so the media is being kept out of the loop 
intentionally to avoid the appearance of chaos - of which 



there is a decent amount right now. The Pentagon is 
crapping creamed corn over the fact nearly their entire force 
went on Strike - they DO NOT want a repeat of what 
happened on the First to ever show up on international TV 
and social media again, so the big brass is appealing to 
every officer to appeal to everyone below to give them 30 
days to right the ship. Mark says everyone is going along 
with the timeline because ultimately no one wants to hurt 
the military - they just want it to do right by those who 
serve...So we wait, but there are grumblings, mostly 
amongst the older vets, that if things aren't wired tight in 30 
days, it's going to get very public again, very fast." 

"Which brings me, kind of, to why I wanted to get 
together today, I said pulling a small wrapped gift from my 
messenger bag and sliding it across the table to her." 

"What's this for?" 

"A going-away gift," I explained. "I'm going to be moving 
up to the Bay Area for a while and wanted to say good-bye 
and give you a little something." 

"I'm so sorry you're leaving! Do you really have to go? 
What do you do, anyway? Is this for work?" 

"Well, kinda, remember that fund I administer. I've just 
got to take care of some business related to that." 

"And some other business?" she asked with a wink. 

"Which brings me to this gift...No, don't open it here," I 
said placing my hand over hers as she started to pick at the 
tape holding the pastel polka-dotted gift-wrap together. 

She looked at me with a tilt of her head and a smile 
before sliding it into her backpack. 

We chatted about random stuff for a half hour before I 
had to get back on the road and head home to fill up the 
boxes in my car. We hugged goodbye in the parking lot and 
I whispered in her ear - Shred the instructions and burn the 
bits a fter you've read them. 

She squinted at me as we pulled apart, but didn't ask the 
question written on her face. I winked at her and chuckled 
at the thought of her opening the slightly crumbling antique 



book on manners, etiquette, and the duties of a wife...My 
laughter confused her, but I knew she'd understand the joke 
when she discovered the micro memory card and 
instructions for the phone I'd be sending her from the Bay 
Area. 

Jesse and I spent two days in San Diego packing up and 
wrapping up loose ends. On the second day, we dropped off 
the key to the cottage at the real estate agent's office and 
hit the road. 

"Fuck, I hate LA!!! How the hell does anyone live here? 
WHY do they live here?" I screamed at Jesse and at the 
parking lot of cars around us on the northbound 405. 

"You could have taken the 5...." 

"Don't even start with that again - the 5 is worse...the 
whole damn freeway system is nothing but concrete Swiss 
cheese. It's overcrowded, disintegrating crap filled with 
morons who are too busy shaving and texting to focus on 
controlling the 3000-pound torpedo they're flying down the 
road. "Accidents" my ass - no such thing as an "accident" 
unless it's a natural disaster! Every damn CRASH is the 
direct result of laziness, selfishness, greed, and hubris! 
Every damn CRASH is completely preventable if assholes 
would just pay attention, maintain their cars, and maintain 
the damn roads!" 

And so it went, for over an hour as we chugged our way 
through the 405 traffic trying to get to the 101. 

Once on the 101 my mood changed dramatically...! rolled 
down the windows, turned up the music, and enjoyed the 
open road. Jesse, no longer fearing the need to keep me from 
getting out of the car, pounding on people's windshields and 
asking them who they jerked-off to get a driver's license, 
read a book. 

Owing to a couple pit stops, we arrived at our hotel a little 
after 7 p.m., unloaded, and set out for dinner. We'd opted to 
stay in Napa and have a bit of a vacation before Jesse had to 



return to Scotland and relieve the girls from full time dog 
and pub duty. 

All was quiet on the Carnyx front after the May Day UA 
event. It still boggled my mind that no one had ordered 
Hisser to shut Carnyx down, but I guess they figured an 
active account offers information? In any event, I was pretty 
sure Carnyx was off the government agency and law 
enforcement radar because focus had shifted to the election 
in November and the world was only interested in private 
email servers, hackers and their hat colors, and the next 
moronic thing to be said or posted by the clown running as 
the Republican nominee. 

Two weeks flew by and before we knew it we were at San 
Francisco International saying goodbye. I figured I'd be 
heading home in time for Thanksgiving, flush with new 
Carnyx targets provided by Hummingbird and ready to 
continue exposing lawless grifters to the people who had 
been united via Carnyx....That's what I figured anyway... 



Chapter XXVII 


Living with Maxine was like living with the mom I'd 
always wished I had. She was smart, wicked smart, and 
clever, and hilarious. The weeks flew by...Various Wick 
Burners came and went as they worked on the Hummingbird 
data in and around their regular lives. They were building 
an enormous database consisting of two connected parts - 
on one side, a record of every login credential Hummingbird 
had collected, matched to its user and system, with an 
associative cross-reference table; and on the other side, the 
beginnings of a picture of the scope of the data they could 
access. From all over the world, using a sub-rosa onion 
routing system within the main anonymity network as well 
as their own masking techniques, the Wick Burners logged 
into systems using logins captured by Hummingbird and 
immersed themselves in the state of the Internet Nation. It 
was slow going as they had to be cautious not to raise red 
flags by attempting to log in while legitimate users were in 
the systems; but once they were able to ferret out the 
general schedules of users and the folks with the highest 
access credentials by using social media, news reports, and 
a little help from The Orb pieces, the going got easier...and 
what they were discovering was appalling. 

We didn't want to start exposing the depths of the 
meddling, privacy infringing, worldwide Constitutional and 
Charter violations until the Wick Burners had a complete 
picture and a plan for gaining control over all the systems. If 
we leaked piecemeal information, all the other corporations, 
organizations, and government agencies would change their 
passwords, tighten up their security, and start a media 
counter attack to try to discredit us...Patience was the name 
of the game. We needed to hit once, and hit hard with 
everything we had. 



While the Max and the Wick Burners did their thing, I 
focused on helping ABS beneficiaries all over the world. 
Myra had a backlog of folks she had found so I got busy 
mailing them "grant checks", along with a letter containing 
who we were, contact information for Bellamy's Bank should 
they want to verify the funds were legitimate and string free, 
a brief history of Culloden and The Clearances, and a family 
tree indicating their personal lineage back to Scotland - 
hoping that they'd not be too creeped out by it and actually 
enjoy knowing their history. 

Alexander's Benevolent Society had received an influx of 
funds due to Alasdair and JJ's hard work. They'd managed to 
remove the gold from all the areas Payne had hidden it and 
pass it along to Don and Emma who had worked their magic 
to convert it to currency I could use to fund ABS's work. The 
gems Alasdair had so happily glued into the cheesiest two 
costume bracelets he could find had made it safely through 
security and customs and were now residing in a safe 
deposit box at Bellamy's because sometimes it's nice to 
have a different type of currency. The Jag was living in one 
of the stalls of JJ's garage - a gift from me to him for all his 
hard work and zipped lips. 

Summer had turned to fall and I was looking forward to 
heading home in time for Christmas. By then I'd have been 
in the states for a year. I missed the pub, my own bed, and 
I'd gotten so homesick for the dogs that I'd taken to curling 
up in bed at night to watch them via the Scrying Silver and 
"talk" to them about their day, using the Animal and 
Thought Stones. 

I was getting pretty good at using multiple pieces of The 
Orb at once and cockily thought I understood what it must 
feel like to be Aza, to be able to summon all the powers at 
once...Until I remembered she could do it without being in 
contact with the pieces and she could summon powers from 
pieces still in the wild, pieces I knew nothing about - which 
made me think again of the piece that allowed the user to 



travel through time...and I wondered for the eighty-fifth time 
if Aza knew where that piece was and if she'd ever tell me. 

I was in touch with Tara, by way of Jinn, which she'd easily 
figured out how to use after I'd sent her a clean phone 
provided by Max, linked to Lucille's shell corporation. The 
Pentagon, VA officials, and White House were still paying lip 
service to fixing the VA's problems; but Tara was trying to 
maintain hope that movement was being made. She worried 
in one message about people's ability to let things slide and 
forget. "I just don't understand all the excuses. It's like 
they've already forgotten how One Day In May brought the 
military to its knees on a worldwide stage. They're dragging 
their feet, and soldiers and vets are committing suicide 
every day because they aren't receiving the support they 
need. They can orchestrate military operations consisting of 
thousands, hell tens of thousands of personnel, including all 
the required equipment, in countries thousands of miles 
away, but they can't, or more likely, won't, organize a 
response in our own house for the men and women who 
need help with PTSD, job placement, housing, everything. 
I'm so mad! There's talk of another Day in May type event - 
only this time it won't just be one day, it'll be permanent 
until shit gets fixed! Even one suicide a day IS NOT 
ACCEPTABLE! There's talk about waiting for the new 
president since O'Barry has completely dropped the ball on 
this...I imagine February the planning will begin if the new 
POTUS isn't on the ball." I told her I was available for 
whatever they needed and reminded her of ABS, explaining 
that I would use the funds to help anyone she could identify 
as needing an immediate financial hand. 

She took me up on the offer and we set up a small 
shadow VA wherein I expanded the mission of ABS to cover 
not only the families of Culloden and the Clearances, but 
any survivor of military disruption...Tara, Mark and their 
network found solutions, and I furiously wrote checks to 
landlords, doctors, and other service members to pay them 
and reimburse them for the help they'd provided 



unsuspecting vets and soldiers. It was a drop in the bucket, 
a temporary fix, but it felt good to be doing something while 
we planned to solve the problems once and for all. 


November 5^^, 2016 
Max's House 
Berkeley, CA 
9 p.m. 

I sat on Max's front porch enjoying the first real Fall 
evening of the year. The Santa Anas of September and 
October had done their annual damage whipping up 
wildfires and blowing leaves off deciduous trees. We'd 
reclaimed our hour from retail lobbyists and their pocket 
politicians. The pink skies of a five-o'clock sunset, and cool, 
moist breezes blowing in from the Pacific had transported 
me back to the fall of 1990. I could smell the perfume of my 
first Scirocco - Armor All, Moschino, and clove cigarettes - 
mixed with the smell of dried leaves and wood smoke 
(although the latter now made me feel sad because it was 
the result of wildfires and not cozy fireplaces). I'd never had 
a plan for the future. I'd just bumbled into it, slaying 
dragons and falling in pits as I went. Many of my friends had 
been the same way. We'd been the Wild Ones - the latchkey 
kids who'd navigated choosing high school classes, learning 
to drive stick, scoring rubbers from Planned Parenthood, 
lighting bonfires on the beaches from Rosarito to Oceanside, 
and applying to colleges and jobs all on our own because 
our parents were all too busy following their bliss because 
some shrink had told them that to be good parents, they had 
to make themselves happy first and foremost - advice the 
Boomer generation was only too happy to latch onto. Sitting 
in my time bubble, suspended in Max's swinging chair, I 
wondered for the millionth time why we'd all been so eager 
to give up the Independence our ancestors and peers had 
fought to establish and protect. Sure, back in the '80s and 



'90s, we'd had to drive to stores to buy books and clothes, 
and we had to use payphones to check our answering 
machines at home. Paper maps were bulkier than a 
cellphone, but they didn't require electricity and they never 
directed you onto sketchy roads and off the end of piers. 
Letters were, by and large, protected by laws, not opened by 
Postal workers to send us coupons for baby formula or spy 
on our travel plans so they'd know when our house would be 
empty. We'd given up our individuality, our independence, 
and our intelligence for "smart" technology that made us 
dumb, broke drones controlled by joystick-wielding 
advertisers who mocked our gullibility. 

I tried to hold onto the feelings of fearless nineteen-year- 
old me, when all I needed to be happy was a tank of gas and 
a mix tape, but the time bubble popped and the magic was 
gone. I was cold and it was time to go inside. 

My travel arrangements were made. I'd fly out of San 
Francisco to New York, then New York to Glasgow and be 
home by November 15th. I'd stay long enough to 
experience the upcoming election in a few days - I kind of 
wanted to be in my own country when she elected her first 
female president...! wasn't a huge fan of the Democratic 
nominee. Hell, I flat out despised the woman. I would have 
most definitely preferred a different woman had the honor of 
becoming the first female President of the United States, 
one who hadn't chosen to stand by her turd of a husband 
and publically attack the women he'd used like so many 
tissues, allowing herself to be demeaned by accepting and 
supporting his philandering and lies, all so she could burrow 
further into the embrace of the Washington golem - which 
kind of made one wonder what kind of abuse she'd subject 
us all to just to further her own private agenda once she 
occupied the Oval Office - but I couldn't deny the 
importance of the symbolism of the first female president, 
and I wanted to raise a glass to the shattering of the last 
taboo on behalf of all the women who'd come before - those 



who'd fought for women's rights to own property in their 
own name, have their own bank accounts, have custody of 
their children, vote, earn a college degree, have a profession 
other than grade school teacher, and drive a damn car! I 
made a mental note to deck myself out in green (because I 
like it a lot more than gold), white, and violet on Election 
Day. 

Then that was it, it was time to go back to Scotland for a 
while. Luka was going to stay with Max for the time 
being...Jesse and I were going back and forth about staying 
in Scotland after the June Brexit vote results. The UK was 
changing and not for the better - coming back to the US was 
a distinct possibility..But there was still a glimmer of hope, 
the possibility that Scotland might vote to declare 
independence now that Brexit was on the horizon. We were 
going to ride it out and see what the Scottish people were 
made of before making any decisions. 

I was sitting in an overstuffed armchair in Max's living 
room, mug of tea in my lap, feet up on the grey stone hearth 
of her fireplace crackling with fire, enjoying the cool cave¬ 
like solitude of the drape-drawn living room, daydreaming 
about being back at the pub, while dreading the flight to get 
there, and simultaneously wondering if we should leave 
Scotland altogether, when there was a crash behind me that 
caused me to gasp and jump up. 

Max had exploded up the stairs from the cellar and 
shoved the breakfront so hard she violently shifted some 
dishes within... 

"You are NOT going to believe this!" 

"Believe what?" I asked setting my mug on a coffee table 
and rushing over to check the damage in the breakfront. 

"Just leave that," she said pulling me down stairs as I 
pulled the cabinet closed behind us. 

"Look at this!" she said letting go of my hand and 
gesturing at an enormous white board filled with circled 



words linked together by lines and rays from different 
colored dry erase markers. 

I looked at Lucille, who was sitting at the tree-trunk table, 
for some sort of explanation and she just shook her head, 
her mouth too filled with disgust to speak. 

I tried to absorb what I was looking at. I realized I 
recognized most of the words and names - names of ride 
share providers; medical device makers, car manufacturers; 
software companies which I knew to provide professional 
and personal tax prep, business enterprise system packages, 
and job application processing. Then there were the three 
credit bureaus, bank and credit union names with small 
offshoot notes representing divisions of such - credit cards, 
loans, and other transactions. The DNC and DCCC, the RNC, 
the IRS, US Postal Service, State tax boards, TSA, courts and 
county recorders. Departments of Motor Vehicles, school 
districts, universities, libraries, insurance providers, third- 
party billers. Human Resource service providers, and payroll 
processors were all part of the giant net trawling the 
electronic sea for our personal data. There were application 
makers - those unicorn wannabees who create software that 
uploads your voting information to anyone who uses their 
service, and track you via your cellphone and facial 
recognition as you wander through malls, car dealerships, 
airports, and large cities. And of course, there were the 
internet megalodons which control and provide internet 
access, email, instant messaging, personal computer 
hardware and software, document and image storage, online 
retail, entertainment streaming, social media, and 
anonymous message boards; plus, our old friend Taibhsear, 
and right in the center, with all arrows pointing towards it, a 
name I didn't recognize - Augustine Survey. 

"What am I looking at and what the hell is Augustine 
Survey?" 

"That my girl, is the malevolent center of the electronic- 
data Death Star," spat Max viciously as she began to pace 
like a caged lion. 



"Ohhhkayyy, you've got my attention," I said raising a 
What-The-Fuck eyebrow at Lucille. 

Seeing I was going to need a picture painted for me, Max 
explained, "You already know wireless phones and tablets 
and watches constantly broadcast signals trying to connect 
to wireless service nodes, and Wi-Fi & Bluetooth networks 
which means they are constantly susceptible to tracking and 
man-in-the-middle attacks, right?” 

I nodded recalling the years of turning off Wi-Fi on our 
phones every time we left the house and disabling Bluetooth 
on every device as soon as we unboxed it. 

"You already know that everywhere you go in cities and 
on the web is recorded and tracked, right? You're well 
versed in surveillance theatre - video cameras hanging from 
buildings and streetlights, license plate readers, facial 
recognition software, cell phone tracking devices...all the 
technology that snake oil salesmen sell to ignorant old white 
men in politics and police unions with the promises of being 
able to track anyone they want, anywhere, anytime, but that 
only catches the dumbest of the dumb. The kind of tech 
created by former intelligence community members who use 
their knowledge of the inner workings of the system to write 
exploits that allow access to anyone's cell phone with just a 
message or phone call, which they then sell to anyone - 
governments, spy agencies, drug traffickers, stalkers - 
willing to pay for the package regardless of the legality or 
danger it poses. The kind of tech that violates the 
constitutional rights and safety of every /r?r?ocer?f citizen for 
shits and giggles, and of course marketing and opposition 
research during elections, because criminals mth more than 
two brain cells learned to avoid all technology and most 
paper trails after Nixon and J. Edgar Hoover's licentiousness 
was exposed in the late 20 *^ century. I mean, there's a 
reason mobsters could only be charged with tax evasion - it 
was the only paper trail they created! The nastiest of the 
nasty fly private planes to shady meeting spots and pay in 
cash, gemstones, stolen art, and promises of quid pro quo 



when they want a journalist murdered or a government 
overthrown. They don't get caught. But the lawyer who 
represents victims of genocide, or the journalist who reports 
on corruption??? They're tracked every moment of every day 
they carry a cell phone or anything more technologically 
advanced than a roll of toilet paper and a wooden pencil!" 
she said throwing her hands in the air. 

I nodded apprehensively, preferring to live like most 
people in the 21^* Century do, with my head firmly buried up 
ignorance's butthole. 

"Cliquer isn't just a way to stalk your high school 
boyfriend and brag about your over-priced hamburger and 
ridiculous shoes," she continued. "It's not just there for your 
entertainment and to eat away at your self-esteem. They're 
there to make money. How do they do that? First is by 
selling ad space obviously. But how do you position yourself 
to be someone who companies want to pay to run their ads? 
Step one - have a large audience. Cliquer has done that by 
appealing to everyone's inner voyeur. But companies don't 
want to inundate every user with every ad, right? Even on 
TV they target ads based on who they think is watching - 
cars and beer during Super Bowl; fabric softener and 
shampoo during soap operas. But how to target people on 
Cliquer? Well, you have to know them. You have to 
cyberstalk them to find out their gender, sex, race, age, 
religion, political leanings, region, interests, dislikes, and 
insecurities. Cliquer drops cookies on your machine from 
sites you visit that don't even have anything to do with their 
company," she said and paused to let that sink in. "You 
don't even have to have a Cliquer account and they're 
tracking and recording and storing your movement around 
the web. They use your IP address and any other data your 
computer broadcasts, including cookies from other sites 
you've visited, to build a digital profile on you. And then 
they add in a second layer - another way they make money 
- scraping your posts for content and photographs. Every 
time you post a photo or a message, they associate it with 



you and your devices' identification numbers. It wasn't a 
coincidence that they began demanding everyone use their 
real names on accounts and encouraged other users to 
tattletale on people who were using aliases or handles. They 
know what you look like, what your kids look like, what your 
pets, cars, home, and lunch look like as soon as you post 
them to your page. They track where you go online, the 
images you upload, and combine all that with “machine 
learning" software programmed by sociopaths who think 
computers should replace humans and develop user profiles 
to sell to ad companies. Human Resource firms, credit 
bureaus, background check companies, law enforcement, 
app developers, schools, and anyone else who will pay - all 
in the name of advertising and “research". It's repulsive and 
it's not explained in any meaningful way to internet users 
and frankly, it pisses me off because it's basically selling an 
individual's likeness, which is illegal." 

“Can you imagine if Madonna or Taylor Swift found out 
someone was using their creations to sell coffee mugs or t- 
shirts? It's pretty much the same here. We all create a 
unique user profile and our activities linked to that profile 
create a body of work which all these internet companies - 
from email providers, to ISPs, retailers, social media 
companies, credit bureaus, banks, wireless providers, 
streaming services, etc., sell and resell, without our 
permission, without our knowledge, and definitely without 
paying us! I can't take a picture of your kid and then sell 
that photo without getting your permission as his or her 
guardian - no one should be able to take a digital picture of 
your unique behaviors, your “digital likeness" as it were, and 
make money off of it without paying you, and definitely not 
without your permission," said Lucille, her voice dripping 
with disgust. 

“Another way to think of it is like this," said Max. “If some 
stranger came up and sat right next to you in a coffee shop, 
reading over your shoulder every web site you visited, every 
word you emailed or texted, every item you bought, every 



medical test you took, and recorded it all in their notebook, 
if they listened to your phone calls and recorded them, then 
took your picture and photos of your car, child, and best 
friends - you'd be disgusted and probably punch the creep 
in the face, grab their notebook and camera and set it all on 
fire. If someone came to your home and started taking 
pictures of your kids playing in your yard, or followed you 
around taking pictures of your children at their school, 
doctor, playground, or local beach, you'd make them eat 
their camera. If they came in your house and recorded you 
showering or sat beside you on the couch while you watched 
TV and talked on the phone, you'd call the cops! But for 
some bizarre reason people are just fine with the same 
things being done electronically. Your devices, the apps 
they run, the service providers - they're like having a group 
of strangers following you everywhere you go and recording 
everything you do so they can either use the information to 
make a profit or to intimidate you. It's as if, just because 
they can't see it, it's not happening. I just don't' get it," she 
said with a shrug. "It's all right there in front of them, but 
people refuse to make the connection between physical 
surveillance and electronic stalking...Cliquer and other 
companies track the path you take on the world wide web 
and record every exit you get off at and what you do there 
so they can try to sell you vape pens or get you to click on a 
malware loaded advertisement, but the deeper truth is that 
every single thing you do, or is done on your behalf, 
electronically on an internet connected device - from school 
enrollment for your kids, to banking, emailing, uploading 
photos & videos, registering to vote, job applications, license 
plate scanning and facial recognition, insurance claims 
submitted by your doctor, prescriptions you get filled, gang 
affiliation databases created by law enforcement, drivers' 
license databases, phone calls you make, and your 
interactions with internet connected devices like home 
security cameras and home "assistants"..." 



“And let's not forget “smart" juicers," interrupted Lucille, 
pretending to gag herself with a finger." 

“...which capture and store your image, your voice, and 
those of your family and pets and track everything you say 
and do - including arguments you have, when you're having 
sex, things you order, and discussions you have with your 
bank, employers, the Social Security Administration, and 
your best friends," Max continued, counting off on her 
fingers all the tiny spies we've bought and invited into our 
lives. “All of it is collected by the individual companies who 
provide the technology and sold to Augustine Survey." 

Seeing I wasn't quite grasping the picture she was trying 
to paint she tried a different tack. 

“It's a bit like genealogy," said Max, knowing it was a 
concept I could grasp. "You've spent days in cemeteries, 
church basements, recorders' offices, libraries, and historical 
societies piecing together the lives of your ancestors from 
dozens of different types of records, right? You might be 
able to find out what boat they arrived on, when they got 
married, when and where their children were baptized, 
where their farm was, to whom they sold it, whether they 
owned slaves, any injuries they sustained in the Civil War, 
and if you're really lucky, what they looked like. You 
understand that long term data collection involving location, 
occupation, associations, appearance, and activity creates a 
pattern that you can follow to find relatives and track them 
through the centuries - but it's not a big deal because 
they're all dead, they don't really have a presumption of 
privacy, and anyway the picture you can paint is really just a 
dot-to-dot outline because details, even in the most 
infamous of cases, are pretty thin before say, 1950. Now 
imagine all that same type of historical data being collected 
in real time, on living people, and stored in one location 
available to anyone who wants to buy access. If you can 
track your ancestors from England to New York to California 
using old ship manifests and census reports because you 
know their names and occupations, imagine what you could 



do to LIVING people, strangers, all of whom have had every 
moment of their lives recorded and stored, without their 
knowledge or permission, with oftentimes minute-by-minute 
activity details! All made possible because the data has 
been hoarded and their names, addresses, dates of birth, 
socials, occupations, and parents' names have been made 
public via social media and crappy cybersecurity." 

“I can't get my Dad's death certificate from Texas without 
showing up with my passport and a submitting a DNA 
sample," I snapped only half sarcastically, "but any jerk can 
buy my life story from Augustine? Fan-fracking-tastic!" 

"Yeah," said Max. "No one tells you that the giant purple 
dildo you purchased as a gag gift for a friend's birthday, 
after a night of too many Tequila shots at a dive bar with 
your girlfriends, would all be recorded under your name and 
stored on computers, multiple computers in fact, and that 
that night would be indexed and cross-referenced by 
Augustine Survey and that that moment would come back 
to haunt you when you tried to apply for a job teaching 
Kindergarten even though you did nothing wrong. You'll 
never know why you didn't get the job, you'll never know 
they ran your name and date of birth through Augustine and 
decided that dildo owners are not suitable to work with 
children, they'll just tell you that they found someone who 
better fit their organization." 

"Sweet crap! I thought charities selling your contact 
information after you make a donation to them and region- 
specific DVDs were obnoxious and maddening...but this is a 
whole different level of skeeze," I said, resting my hand on 
the table to support myself. 

Seeing that I was starting to grasp the enormity of the 
issue, she continued. "To put it simply - we've burrowed into 
thousands of computers and uncovered two issues - one is 
the expected corruption, cheating, lying, polluting, and 
manipulation we knew existed but could never prove 
because government offices at all levels - from city to state 
to federal - and corporations collude to cover up such things. 



and we'll get to all that, but the other issue we didn't 
expect, at least not on the scale we're seeing, is that they're 
building a complete electronic dossier on every single living 
American, Canadian, and European, and on as many 
individuals from every other nation as they can!" 

"They're what????" I asked sitting down next to Lucille 
before my legs gave out from shock. "Wait, who's "they"?" 

"Augustine Survey is at the center of a network that is 
building a file on every American from birth to death,” said 
Max bluntly. "They buy data from your internet service 
provider showing all the web sites you go to, the websites 
themselves showing what you clicked on, downloaded, and 
bought; your email provider showing everyone you 
communicate with and what you say, your cell phone 
provider sells them records of where you travel, where you 
spend most of your time, who you speak to, which app 
servers you connect to using their service, and if you use 
their text messaging system - they sell the content of your 
texts because it's not end-to-end encrypted like other 
messaging apps; your credit card company provides a list of 
everywhere you shop and they or the stores themselves 
provide a list of exactly what you buy - those club cards give 
you savings for a reason, and the stores can tie your 
purchases to your credit card number and name because the 
whole transaction is computerized. Your health insurance 
company and the middle-men your doctor uses to process 
your insurance claim, tells them who your doctors are, what 
you're treated for, and which drugs you take. Your social 
media accounts provide photos, videos, speech patterns, key 
word usage, interactions with user profiles, blah, blah blah. 
Your bank provides details on all your accounts and 
transactions, and your auto manufacturer sells them data on 
how you drive - how fast you go, where you travel to, how 
hard you brake, and all the interactions you have with the 
app they tell you to load on your phone to remote start/stop 
your car, the onboard diagnostic system, and the 
infotainment systems which capture your communications. 



your searches, the applications you use, on and on, barf! 
And if you don't have your own car, they just go ahead and 
tap into the rideshare, scooter, or bike rental application 
company you use and buy your travel data that way. What 
they can't buy directly, they buy through third-party 
vendors used by your children's schools which now use over 
three-hundred different apps to track and profile your 
children, your doctor for appointment notes and treatment 
details, and hell even your mechanic or washing machine 
repair guy if they use computer diagnostics to service your 
items, plus there's your employer who uses unregulated, 
virtually anonymous third-parties for benefits management, 
payroll, and the job application process - did you know that 
there are multiple companies out there that have convinced 
Human Resources managers at multinational companies to 
force their prospective employees to complete video 
interviews administered by outside companies who screen 
using nothing but software written by biased human beings? 
The software judges your face, expressions, and word usage, 
and decides to keep or reject you as an applicant, and to 
add insult to injury, your video is kept by the third-party 
vendor for 'research'. You never know why you didn't get 
the job - was it your skin color, your accent, your age, your 
lazy eye, your boob size?" she asked rolling her eyes. "A 
video of you answering job interview questions is recorded 
and sold to third parties for marketing and research! It 
makes my skin crawl! But I digress - I was ranting about 
Augustine who not only has access to that kind of scum, but 
of course they have access to government agencies and 
contractors like the TSA, the IRS, license plate reader 
manufacturers, and facial recognition systems used in 
airports, cities, and shopping malls, because Congress 
ignores privacy like wives ignore their mothers-in-law's 
passive aggressive swipes over Christmas dinner. Augustine 
tracks every single thing you do - they know when you wake 
up because you check your email or social media on your 
phone and use an alarm app on your phone, they know what 



you have in your fridge because they buy the data from your 
market's club card system and your credit card, they know 
your whole family's medical issues because they have a 
back door into your health insurance provider, your doctor's 
billing company, and labs that provide them with all your 
test results..." 

"Hang on," I interrupted. "What about HIPAA? Aren't 
there supposed to be privacy walls set up to prevent sharing 
of medical information?" 

"You sweet naVve thing," said Lucille with a twisted grin. 
"Not only do the politicians not protect medical privacy, 
they are paid by lobbyists to create loopholes to benefit 
health insurance companies and research labs. Billing 
companies are just lazy and don't bother to secure their 
data or report breaches, but insurance companies and 
researchers? They have actual laws to protect them. 
Insurance companies and doctors get exemptions because 
they need to transmit your information to process claims 
which is bad enough because there's no oversight, but 
scientists are the worst! They bribe politicians to put their 
pet diseases on Notifiable Diseases lists. It's one thing to 
put Ebola, Anthrax, Measles, or E. coli on a list - we all agree 
we need to track outbreaks and protect people, but if you're 
a woman and get a test for Human Papillomavirus, well then, 
your name, date of birth, address, phone number, 
occupation, test results, treatment reports, and follow-up 
records are sent to researchers. No one tells women that 
they're tracked and studied and that their data is sold off to 
biotech companies who want to get FDA approval for their 
diagnostic tests. Scientists just decided that they wanted to 
track women and the government said, "Okey dokey!"" 
concluded Lucille, throwing her hands in the air. 

"And by creating all these databases they create more 
and more opportunity for companies like Augustine Survey," 
said Max, taking over. "They know where your whole family 
works and goes to school, who your friends are, what you 
drive and where you go, who you correspond with and what 



you talk about, everything you buy with credit or even with 
cash in a surveilled store, on and on and on...” 

"They calculate how much booze you drink, how much 
cheese you eat, and how many aspirin you take,” 
interrupted Lucille, disgustedly. 

"Just to play Devil's Advocate here,” I said hoping Lucille 
wouldn't shiv me on the spot for what I was about to say. 
"Don't some of these data hoarders provide beneficial 
services? I'm no fan of protecting banks, but don't we cut 
down on fraud if there's a system monitoring credit accounts 
opened under each social security number? Don't we want 
people to pay more for insurance premiums if they've had 
DUIs and smoke like industrial chimneys? Don't we want 
credit card companies to monitor our habits so they can tell 
when something is off, possibly indicating our account info 
has been stolen?” 

"There is certainly an argument to be made for using 
consumer data to protect consumers,” said Max reasonably. 
"But there are two major flaws in the current system - A) 
there is no consumer privacy protection, and B) it's not 
universally applied. In the quest for marketing dollars and 
scientific experimentation, these companies, and the 
ethically-challenged scientists with whom they work, have 
bulldozed and exploited every loophole they could hire 
lawyers to find in order to dig into and meddle with people's 
lives. Additionally, the system doesn't harvest the 
confidential information of corporations and the people who 
hide behind them the way it abuses average citizens who 
just want a car loan or need antibiotics for a urinary tract 
infection.” 

"I'm with you,” I said knowing she was right, but being 
frustrated that the system we'd been programmed to trust 
had been so abused we were now faced with an all or 
nothing scenario. Corporations and government agencies 
had been allowed to trample privacy for so long and so 
completely that as of this moment, they no longer had any 
credibility to be able to perform actually useful services. 



“And it's not just limited to credit reporting and your 
healthcare," added Lucille. “It's hard to argue with a 
straight face that reading your emails and stalking your 
children's social media is consumer protection." 

“They know who you donated money to because non¬ 
profits sell the names and address they scavenge off checks 
and online donation forms," Max continued, unruffled. “All 
the online service providers who provide “free" email, social 
media, web searches, etc. feel it's their right to collect and 
sell your data. And the people who you pay for services - 
cable, internet, wireless phone, car mechanic, credit card, 
insurance, and so on, they also feel entitled to sell your 
activity records. State Departments of Motor Vehicles, 
Registrars of Voters, County Recorders, schools, hospitals - 
they all sell your information, and if it has a citizen's name 
on it, Augustine buys it, all of it. They build a file on every 
individual and then they profile the individuals based on 
software written in collaboration with like-minded “doctors" 
on their payroll - it's quite the roster of anti-vaccine 
supporters and satanic ritual abuse accusers," said Max 
rolling her eyes and continuing. “Augustine sells your file 
over and over to intelligence agencies - foreign and 
domestic, and law enforcement for obvious reasons; banks 
and credit rating agencies so they can conspire to target you 
by gender, race, & education for higher loan rates and to 
protect themselves and landlords with no thought to 
protecting consumers from predatory lenders or bankrupt 
slumlords. Insurance companies who want to charge as 
much as they can for policies, companies that do 
background checks so they can protect their clients from 
risky employees while leaving those same employees 
exposed to employers who are sexually abusive and commit 
wage theft. Private investigators can buy access and for all 
intents and purposes, so can stalkers, crazy ex-lovers, and 
pedophiles. All those outliers on the spectrum of normalcy - 
bigoted zealots, fanatical perverters of religion, rabid pro¬ 
lifers, and the mentally deranged results of crappy parenting 



and an education system intentionally destroyed by 
politics...they all have the ability to buy anyone's file and 
use it to target individuals or entire groups. Politicians, 
political parties, PACs, and political groups buy files on 
individuals they want to target for blackmail and on entire 
groups who live in certain districts to target them with fear 
ads and threats or propaganda to stimulate donations. Then 
there's the sleezy marketing companies who target and call 
the elderly trying to sell annuities, timeshares, and reverse 
mortgages. Insurance companies who want to know how 
much alcohol or tobacco or junk food you buy and consume, 
not to mention the routes you drive and what speed you 
drove, and where and with whom you spend your time so 
they can judge you and price your policies based on your 
behaviors. Retail groups use facial recognition software in 
their stores to track where you go, where you've been, and 
what you've bought to “enhance" your shopping experience 
- read, try to target you for products and create a data set to 
sell as a side gig. And of course, the scum at the bottom of 
the cesspool - the telemarketers, hackers, & con men who 
impersonate IRS agents, bill collectors, and law 
enforcement, or who drop ransomware on devices all to 
extort money from frightened people...Essentially anyone 
who will pay, can play! The extra kick in the pants is, of 
course, average citizens don't know that all this has been 
going on, so they have no way of protecting themselves or 
even verifying the accuracy of any of the files, all of which I 
might add, is happily enabled and encouraged by Congress 
which actively turns a blind eye to and passes laws in 
support of Internet Service Providers and search engine 
providers who track, store, package, and sell everything 
their customers do on the internet. Privacy in this country is 
a joke. Corporations are under no legal obligation to provide 
specific information about how devices work, how data is 
collected & stored, or protect the data they collect on us 
even though it is the most sensitive information imaginable. 
They provide vague privacy policies that even the brightest 



lawyer can't translate into meaningful rules. Citizens have 
to prove that corporate negligence resulted in actual harm 
before they can win a lawsuit against the executives who 
run insurance companies, credit bureaus, banks, schools, 
cloud storage providers, etc. - problem is, with everyone 
having weak security and exabytes of data being collected 
and exposed, it's impossible to know which leak, breach, 
sale of data, or lost laptop actually led to someone's identity 
being stolen or a child being kidnapped. And since 
corporations, organizations, agencies and the like have very 
little oversight or breach reporting requirements - most of 
the time we don't even know they were hacked and our data 
was exposed! People are tracked, manipulated, and 
interrogated; they're denied interviews and jobs, insurance, 
loans, credit cards, scholarships, admission to school, etc. 
every day based on these files and computers running 
manmade algorithms that sort the data in them and judge 
people. And these same people have no recourse to contest 
anything because they don't even know the files exist!" 

“This sounds like some fictional Bourne Identity/007 stuff. 
But if it is being done for real, why is it being done by what I 
assume is a private company and not, like, the NSA or CIA, 
or FBI? And what the hell is an exabyte?" 

Max smiled, “An exabyte is the equivalent of a million 
terabytes. Think of a million one-terabyte hard drives, the 
same hard drive that comes standard in most desktop 
computers these days - there is the equivalent of millions of 
those filled with personal information being analyzed, 
dissected, and stitched together to create files on citizens 
across multiple continents. And I can assure you, it's not 
fiction - I can show you your file if you want," she said 
walking to a laptop across the table from me. "And it's 
being done by a private company as compared to a 
government agency, because there is no regulation of 
private companies. You already know about Henkle's 
Taibhsear abomination and how he's angling to get his paws 
on the credit agencies' data, well Augustine not only buys 



his data, but beat him to the credit agencies' who are willing 
to sell to anyone and will probably cut a deal with Henkle. 
Augustine has the most consolidated personal databases 
under one roof, but others are working towards the same 
goal. Our government pays lip service to regulating 
corporations and protecting consumers, but the reality is 
they don't do jack. How many hacks of corporations have 
you heard of in the last five or six years? Email providers, 
numerous health insurance companies and banks, credit 
reporting agencies, schools, the IRS, hell even the Federal 
Office of Personnel Management was hacked! And no one 
spoke up except to offer credit monitoring...I'm sure thatwas 
a great comfort to America's spies who were exposed as 
such when the people responsible found out their names, 
job codes, and addresses! How many corporations have 
been caught robo-signing, creating fake accounts in real 
people's names, and padding their bottom lines via money 
laundering? Does anyone ever go to jail for this stuff? Nope. 
Are laws created and enforced to cause corporations to 
protect consumers' privacy rights? Nope. I used to think it 
was all solely because Congress and the White House didn't 
want to piss off political donors - and while that's true and 
despicable enough in and of itself, it's not the whole story. 
The truth is, they don't force corporations to protect 
consumers because it gives them a backdoor into 
consumers' lives. Politicians and law enforcement like to be 
able to raid your cookie jar to manipulate your vote and see 
who you've been talking with - they don't want you to have 
privacy. And corporations are all too happy to oblige 
because it saves them millions of dollars in security costs 
with very little risk because they just play the victim and 
citizens aren't bright enough to object. It's a giant circle 
jerk - the companies give money to politicians to turn a 
blind eye while making barrels of cash raping our privacy to 
create files they sell to anyone with cash. Government 
agencies, intelligence agencies, they have to live under 
rules - granted they don't often do more than pay lip service 



to respecting our rights, but technically, they are supposed 
to show cause to spy on citizens and get permission from the 
courts to do so. Private companies aren't under any such 
restrictions - especially given that every damn time we use a 
credit card, open a bank account, pay a bill, or place an 
order on an online retail site, we are authorizing them to 
collect our data and store it for their own purposes. Credit 
bureaus, banks, insurance companies, retail vendors...they 
all trade in your data. The worst offenders are the credit 
bureaus and data brokers...They collect anc/hoard your data 
and sell it, both without your permission, then to add insult 
to injury, after they expose your entire life story because of 
their non-existent security, they make you pay to freeze 
your file so criminals can't open credit accounts in your 
name...something that wouldn't happen if this file didn't 
exist and you were forced to open credit accounts in person 
with identification instead of online to save corporations the 
expense of hiring actual people. The only reason credit 
bureaus exist is to mine and sell your data which facilitates 
discrimination and protects and enriches banks and 
landlords - all of which pisses me off because A) real estate 
agents notoriously inflate the cost of the credit check and 
pass on the expense to YOU as a garbage fee, B) the people 
opening accounts and applying for tenancy never know if 
the bank or landlord is a criminal who's about to go out of 
business or is three months in arrears on the house they 
want to rent because there is no quid pro quo when it comes 
to private citizens getting to investigate who they are doing 
business with, C) have no accountability when they get 
hacked and the files they've collected are stolen by 
criminals because they are too lazy and cheap to hire 
professional security personnel, and because they can just 
shrug and tell citizens they can pay to freeze and unfreeze 
their credit creating another revenue stream for themselves, 
and D) the people who get hosed with higher interest rates, 
or didn't get the rental home or job they applied for due to 
background checks and credit bureau scores based on 



inaccurate data or biased algorithms written by bigoted 
programmers, will never know they were discriminated 
against. Nothing about credit bureaus is there to protect 
customers and our government actively lets them abuse us 
in exchange for campaign contributions! The executives 
who run credit bureaus and data brokerages are worse than 
the gangsters who ran New York, Chicago, and Vegas - 
they're running the same protection scam where they force 
you to pay to protect the very livelihood they threaten, but 
they do it anonymously. At least with mobsters you knew 
who was extorting you - these executives hide behind a 
corporate veneer spit-polished by a Congress eager to 
please them at your expense. Your internet service 
provider? They know every website you visit, every term 
you search - which might not seem like much, but think 
about it...They know where you bank, where you work, if 
you're applying for jobs, where your kid goes to school, 
where you live if you pay rent online, and they know 
everything you research - from medical conditions to 
vacation spots to dildos. Your email provider knows even 
more - they know who you're communicating with and 
exactly what you're saying, every purchase you make at 
online retailers, in digital media stores, or from pot 
dispensaries from which you receive an email confirmation, 
and they know exactly where your storage unit is because 
the company sends payment receipts. Your cellular phone 
company? They collect and store your bank routing and 
checking account numbers without your permission - which 
in conjunction with your name, DOB, and address, also 
found in your account file, is all a crook needs to wipe out 
your checking account. They just do it, and tell you, in tiny 
ant-feet writing that no one ever reads, that you can opt out 
by calling a phone number no one ever answers. Then of 
course there's Taibhsear - our old friend Arnold Henkle's 
government sponsored and approved database of every 
place your license plate and face have been so that even if 



you pay cash for everything, someone still knows where your 
grocery store, gynecologist, and child's favorite park are." 

"Here, look at this," she said pulling up an image of the 
payment stub portion of my personal wireless provider's 
invoice on her laptop and sending it to a projection screen 
hanging on the wall perpendicular to the marked up white 
board. "They even print it on the part you tear off to mail 
back to them so you have no record of it!'' she said, pointing 
to the tiny writing indicating my wireless provider was 
informing me they would keep my banking information on 
file. “And oh-by-the-way, HIPAA is a joke," she said clicking 
the trackpad on her laptop bringing up a new set of images. 
"Every time you see a doctor or fill a prescription and run it 
through your insurance, the insurance company sells that 
information to Augustine Survey!" she said stabbing her 
finger on the projection screen and making its fabric ripple 
through multiple images of my medical records going back 
years. 

"What else is in my file?" I asked afraid to actually find 
out. 

"I'm glad you asked," she said as if I'd just chosen Door 
Number 2 on Let's Make a Dea/...."Hopefully you had a light 
breakfast because this is going to make you want to 
vomit..." 

She opened another tab on her computer, "I've already 
been working in this list, creating the impression that I'm 
researching voter data, so don't be alarmed. No one will 
suspect we've actually been researching ourselves. I'm 
logged into Augustine with the credentials of a Republican 
National Committee employee whom I happen to know is on 
a red-eye to Ukraine. If anyone sees activity under his 
account they'll think he logged on from the plane, but 
thanks to his Humblebragg account and his favorite body 
spray - Hubris, I know he got hammered during a delay at 
JFK and will be out cold right now," she said with a wink as a 
list of names appeared on the white board, a list she 
explained had been curated based upon search parameters 



she'd entered into Augustine's system in an effort to hide 
the fact she was looking for me specifically. She explained 
that the system was set up to allow for individual name 
searches, but she didn't want to leave a trail that detailed. 
The list she'd designed included people over 18 in San 
Diego County who hadn't voted in the last four years and 
didn't have Cliquer accounts...Not surprisingly, the list was 
only a few hundred individuals long, but she knew I'd be on 
it. Scrolling through the alphabetized-by-surname list she 
clicked on my name and a page opened with two tabs 
available - Distill and Detail. She clicked on the Distill tab 
and up popped a menu of icons - Email, Employment, Social 
Media, Personal Details, Contacts, Voting History, Retail 
History, Maps, and Hobbies/Activities. 

"Oh boy," I said feeling myself flush with fury. 

Max clicked on "Personal Details" and a screen opened up 
with my full name, date of birth, social security number, 
driver's license numbers for multiple states, marriage date 
and location - just the county because luckily we'd been 
married in an age when you called a phone number to book 
a venue instead of doing it online, husband's name, 
daughter's name, multiple residential addresses from over 
the years culled either from property records at County 
Recorder's offices or from smarmy credit bureaus, doctor's 
names from multiple states courtesy of insurance 
companies, various banks with which I had held accounts - 
including the actual account NUMBERS pulled from 
companies like my cell phone carrier who stored it without 
my permission under the guise of making bill paying easier 
even though I never used computer or phone bill pay, 
schools I had attended, places I had worked, etc., literally, 
ad nauseam. 

“If you'd been employed recently, say in the last ten 
years, there would be an entire section on your work history, 
including but not limited to the resume you uploaded with 
an application, reviews filed by your supervisors, projects 
your name is attached to, and my favorite - any recordings 



of your interview process including phone screens and the 
disgusting 3 '^^ party video screening process...But you don't 
have any data in this section, because you're just a 
homemaker/'she said with a smirk. "Sooooo..." 

Then she clicked on email - and there were most of the 
email accounts I'd ever used! Because I'd linked early 
emails to a primary email issued by an ISP for recovery 
purposes, these fuckers knew nearly all of my email 
addresses and all my contacts, but the worst was yet to 
come...Max clicked on one of the accounts and a new page 
opened containing nothing but a search field. Max typed 
"Democrat" into it, and up came a list of all my emails in 
that account in which that word appeared! A click on one of 
the emails opened up the actual email!!! These fuckers had 
direct access to my email accounts!!! Max explained email 
providers were either providing access to Augustine for a 
fee, or they had acquired access by way of a back door 
planted courtesy of an intelligence agency or contracted 
hacker - she hadn't been able to figure that out yet because 
probing that would draw a lot of attention unless she took 
the time to build a shell company to buy a membership and 
hack in on the side during a routine visit - but it was on her 
to-do list! 

She navigated back to the Distill page and clicked on 
"Social Media". It showed two accounts - a record of a 
Cliquer account I'd created under my real name but closed 
in 2011, and a Hisser account I'd created under a nom de 
internet in 2009. 

"Per fuck's sake! How do they know my old Hisser 
handle???" 

"Email, my naive little friend. They have all your email 
accounts and are able to tie them to any systems with which 
you use them...retail sites, social media, video streaming 
companies, schools, libraries...and depending on the 
scruples and security of the company, Augustine can access 
the details of your accounts with those companies. They 
know which video you streamed or checked out from the 



library, what you most likely ate while watching it, and the 
fact you looked up one of the actors in a search engine 
afterwards!" 

Without giving me a chance to digest that, she clicked 
"Retail History". Up came two buttons - Verified and Non- 
verified. The "Verified" list summarized all online or brick- 
and-mortar merchants linked to my name, and since they 
were the result of credit card transactions they were pretty 
spot on, although it didn't seem to take into account that 
families may share credit cards and purchases could be done 
by anyone with access to a card or even someone who'd 
stolen the number and committed fraud. 

"The Non-Verified list," explained Max, “is a file of 
locations you and your identifying information have been 
associated with, but no solid data exists to substantiate a 
relationship. It's a record of where your car has been, your 
cell phone has been, your face has been - all culled from 
GPS tracking courtesy of your car manufacturer or insurance 
company if they installed one to lower your rates, cell tower 
tracking via your wireless provider, license plate reader 
databases, non-targeted cell-site simulator caches, facial 
recognition systems used at car dealerships or in malls by 
retail stores and compared to Department of Motor Vehicle 
files, the US Passport system, airport databases, and my 
favorite - those video interview companies that I mentioned 
before, where employees, by the way, get their jollies by 
posting the interview videos on message boards, Cliquer, 
Humblebragg, and Hisser to mock and humiliate people they 
don't view as attractive or intelligent...but I digress. The 
gist is, some of the entries in this file could be you, but they 
could also be your husband, your daughter, or anyone who 
has a phone or car linked to you in their possession.'' 

Reeling, the only thing that I could think to ask at the 
moment was, "What the hell is a "non-targeted cell-site 
simulator"?" 

Chuckling at my information overload. Max humored my 
question even though it really wasn't relevant to what she 



was trying to tell me, “As you already know, a cell-site 
simulator is a device that can mimic a cell tower to intercept 
connections between someone's cell phone and their 
provider's infrastructure. They are used to track people and 
monitor communications. When someone is using a cell-site 
simulator they are usually targeting a specific individual, 
but these machines pick up and intercept a//devices in the 
perimeter the machine is capable of targeting. AH the data 
of everyone in the area, targeted or not, is hoovered up and 
stored by the agency or individual using the device, then 
sold, traded or given to other agencies - foreign and 
domestic - and companies like Augustine Survey," she 
explained. 

"I can only guess what I'm going to see if you click on the 
other icons on that Distill page. How bad is the Contacts 
button?" 

"It's bad. A result of every electronically recorded contact 
you've had since approximately 2004." 

"Do I even want to know what is going on over on the 
Details tab?" 

"No, you really don't," said Lucille who'd been sitting 
silently throughout the last few minutes. "The Detail page," 
she continued, "is a list of every asset they've used to create 
their profile of you and gives them the ability to A) focus 
those assets in real time, to know where you are, and what 
you're doing at any given moment. And B) it gives them the 
ability to build what they call a Target Plan for you - they can 
drill down into the minutia of your purchases, your social 
media, your emails, your blog posts, your health issues, your 
finances, your family issues, your occupation, your 
education...to lump you in with similar people and create a 
file of people to target...! mean the possibilities are pretty 
grim - from political manipulation by way of flyers and 
targeted ads to blackmail, bribes, and drone attacks if you 
want to get really dirty..." 

"Okay, okay," I said nearing the end of what I could 
process, "let's say I've absorbed this and accept the fact that 



a private company has been mining data of every American 
for how long....?" I asked Lucille. 

"Twelve years. Well, give or take, 2004 is when it really 
started to explode as people moved their lives online, but 
there are data points older than that while most of it really 
started flooding in the last five years." 

"Alright, twelve years, for over a decade they've been 
collecting every tidbit on everyone from birth to death - to 
what end? I mean they can't be trying to bribe and 
blackmail every human - that return on investment wouldn't 
be worth it since 95% of us are too broke to pay up, so what 
is it? Marketing fails? Financial cams? Identity theft?" 

"Worse!" answered Max. 

"What's worse than trying to profile us to target people 
for IRS and investment scams - setting aside the huge risk 
they've created should all that personal data get hacked by 
another country, because I'm sure their security is made of 
silly string and gift wrap ribbon?" 

"They're profiling you, us, everyone, to steal our vote, to 
steal our voice!" replied Lucille spitting out the words. 

"Say what now????" 

"Don't misunderstand me, they are selling access to their 
data for the purposes you and Lucille mentioned - 
marketing, financial scams, theft, even blackmail, and 
probably extortion, kidnapping, and murder under the right 
conditions," replied Max. "Foreign governments have been 
accessing private data on western citizens since forever, but 
between the massive amounts of private personal data put 
online and the morons in government refusing to enact 
security and privacy laws - hacking by spy agencies looking 
for intellectual property, and leverage on politicians and 
intelligence assets has been epic. There is no doubt in my 
mind that foreign agencies are buying files on Americans, 
Canadians, Mexicans, South Americans, and Europeans from 
Augustine because it is better intel, and probably cheaper 
and faster than trying to design malware to plant on the 
computer of thousands of different users hoping to steal 




credentials or plant keystroke loggers. All of those things 
are horrible. Augustine doesn't really seem to ask questions 
of, or regulate, who buys entry, they just sell membership to 
anyone who will pay, which just happens to be corporations, 
criminals, and the intelligence communities of every nation. 
As vile as that is, they aren't the immediate danger. See, 
Augustine also uses the data for their own purposes too. 
Look, notice the DNC and RNC are part of the web?" she said 
drawing my attention and Lucille's gaze to the white board 
where those initials were part of the web connected to 
Augustine. "Well those shitstains have access to the name, 
address, and personal data of every registered American 
voter because every damn State in the Union sells or gives 
away the information you are required to supply on your 
voter registration form to anyone with a half-baked excuse to 
"need" it," she said emphasizing the word with air quotes. 
"Now sit back and really digest everything they know about 
you based on the data pool from which they are able to pull 
information. Consider that with the ability to control the 
election by way of fraud, brainwashing, lies, and outright 
blackmail, they will control the White House, the Senate, the 
House, and by extension the Supreme Court. Augustine is 
currently helping the Republican party perpetrate a coup by 
interfering in the election on their behalf because they are 
running the weakest candidate who will be most easily 
controlled if he wins. The people behind Augustine want 
Trottel in the Oval Office because they can control him and 
because he's like them - a flaming bigot who thinks he's 
above the law - he'll go along with anything they say 
because in the end it will make him rich and fluff his ego, 
and that's all he cares about." 

She stared hard at me as my brain churned through the 
calculations..."Okay, I see your point. Trottel in office will 
mean open season on destroying America for the financial 
benefit of a handful of white racists. Augustine knows 
everything about me but what I ate for breakfast, and 



maybe even that, but as disgusting as that is, how is 
knowing all that going to sway my vote????" 

"Obviously they won't sway your vote because A) you 
aren't very exposed to their avenues of communication - 
social and mainstream media, and B) you're smart enough 
to smell bullshit a town a way...They're going after the voters 
who get their "news"", she said making air quotes again with 
her fingers and snarling, "from Cliquer and the 
ventriloquist's dummies hired by network news executives." 

"They are targeting individuals based on their personal 
dossiers which include their gender, health issues, money 
issues, marital status, whether or not they are parents, their 
race, their religion, what kind of car they drive, where they 
shop, if they buy organic apples or not...They are using all of 
this to send fabricated, targeted "news" stories directly to 
their social media feed, then they plant a variant of an 
amalgam of these stories at their local news station, and 
leak them to plants on other social media sites who elevate 
the exposure of these stories...! mean, it's fucking brilliant in 
a vile, cesspool kind of way," chimed in Lucille. 

"Hold up, you've lost me...What do you mean, "targeted 
news"," I asked using my own air quoters. 

"Well, here, let me give you an example of the ads 
they've produced to look like news stories, for which they 
buy space on social media and aim at profiled individuals..." 
she paused as she searched for and found an example. 

Muslim women run for office to replace Constitution with 
Sharia Law! Screamed the printed ticker across in the 
bottom third of the image projected onto the white board as 
a male "news anchor" from "TyNews" "reported" on a 
completely fabricated "story" about a secret group of Muslim 
women who were plotting to support another woman's run 
for Congress to push their agenda - usurping the US 
Constitution with Sharia Law. The "anchor" went on to 
explain that Dick Trottel, the GOP Nominee for President, 
had promised to inter all Muslims currently residing in the 
US and ban any others from entering her borders. 



There was no indication that this was anything other than 
a legit news story. Max even pulled up a website for 
"TyNews" upon which were posted stories and videos as if 
they were a legit news operation. 

"If it wasn't so insidious it would be impressive...And this 
is just the tip of the iceberg. Augustine and various political 
action committees have conspired to create dozens of these 
fake news outlets hosting fake news stories; which have 
been packaged as ads, and pushed to profiled individuals to 
manipulate their perception of reality based on their 
prejudices, fears, and vulnerabilities," vented Max. "They 
cut their teeth on Brexit and now they've refined their 
system to target and manipulate every American voter..." 

"And the election is in three damn days!!!" Lucille 
interjected. "We can't do a bloody thing about this, it's too 
late. The damage is done; they've been at this for more 
than a year. They didn't get lucky; they had a plan. While 
newspapers like the New York Eagle and Washington Mast, 
and every two-bit internet media outlet were stumbling over 
each to become king makers and earn ad dollars, they were 
being used by Augustine to further the agenda." 

"How on Earth are people falling for this?" I asked, drifting 
off into sheer disbelief. "Wait, you mentioned Brexit...They 
were behind that vote too?" 

"You betcha. I've found evidence of files on UK citizens 
organized into groups for which Augustine paid certain 
social media companies to push them targeted "ads". And 
to answer your first question - people are lazy. Apparently, 
they'll fricken believe anything they're told on TV!" said Max 
throwing her arms up in the air. 

"But the appalling sauce dripping over all of this is that 
the owners of Augustine have a stated mission to destroy 
the Democratic Party and destabilize the governments of 
North America and Western Europe," added Lucille moving 
towards Max's laptop. "It was quite a feat to uncover who's 
behind Augustine; the family keeps their involvement well 
hidden by way of multiple LLCs registered in multiple 



countries, but now that we've peeled back the layers, we 
know who they are and for what purposes they're using 
Augustine Survey - beyond making money by selling 
dossiers to anyone with a few hundred bucks, of course,” 
said Lucille rolling her eyes. 'They want to guarantee the 
election for Dick Trottel and as many GOP congress people 
as possible," she said as a photo of a man I'd never seen 
before appeared on the projection screen. "This man and his 
co-conspirators want to destabilize western governments so 
they can plant their own people in positions to control 
everything citizens of these countries do - how they're 
educated, employed, married, bred, treated medically, 
supported when elderly...they want to turn 95% of the 
citizens of the western world into industrially farmed 
chattel.” 

"Meet Melvin, better known as Mel, Merchant," said Max 
indicating the photo on the screen. "Billionaire hedge fund 
CEO who likes to play the wizard behind the curtain in hopes 
of burning the American dream to the ground...all while 
living the high life. Rumor has it he's the actual brains 
behind the development of Augustine's software system for 
data harvesting and file building, but we know for sure is 
that he, a handful of ultra-wealthy businessmen and 
investors, and a couple of families that made billions in the 
'70s and '80s from their multi-level marketing "companies”, 
she said using air quoters, "are the money behind it.” 

"Because we can access Intelligence Community systems 
both here and abroad,” said Lucille, "we've been able to 
piece together what no one else is seeing because they 
don't share info amongst themselves - Mel is pulling some 
Walsingham-level subterfuge to try to seat the worst 
president America has ever had in an effort to control the 
government and create a free-for-all Libertarian system 
where only the richest survive to enslave the lower 95%. 
Mel is teaming up with adversarial countries to take down 
other Presidential candidates, play on the fears of American 
citizens, and steal this election, and it looks like Trottel is in 



on it, offering to protect Augustine by blocking all privacy 
legislation and internet regulation if they help him become 
President." 

"And now I'm guessing this is where Russia comes in?" I 
asked crossing my arms and leaning back into my chair. 

"Very good, Laura!" replied Max with a wry smirk from her 
chair to my right. "You get 10 points for paying attention!" 

The world had been hearing whispers of Russian 
meddling in the election for months, but no one had ever 
offered proof - we were just supposed to take O'Barry's word 
for it, and frankly, no one really cared. Countries have been 
meddling in other countries' politics since wolves first pissed 
on trees to mark their territory. It had come as no surprise to 
anyone that the NSA had been eavesdropping on the 
German Chancellor's phone calls or that Russia probably 
hacked the DNC's email servers, but it did drive home to 
some of us how pathetically flimsy internet security is and 
drove many off the web. Hell, it drove Russian military off 
social media. It's was now illegal for Russian military 
members to have personal social media sites - Russia knew 
how invasive the internet is and to protect itself it got off the 
web! What had really galled the people paying attention 
was that our own leaders in the USA, Europe, and Canada - 
the supposed superior First World of Modern Civilization - 
had let the outside meddling continue, encouraged it, and 
actively pursued avenues to benefit from it. It's one thing to 
know a foreign country is trying to interfere with your 
election, but it's a whole other ball of treason to ignore it 
and hope to benefit from it. And to make matters worse, the 
media had taken a pass on investigating the allegations on 
their own, because they had more attention grabbing, 
clickable stories to follow up on - Heathers-esque feuds 
within the democratic party, and Trottel's second-grade- 
vocabulary-filled rally speeches and frat boy misogyny. 

"We all know about the hacks and breaches of the 
systems run by the morons at the DNC, RNC, DCCC, and the 
other ridiculous political acronyms. We know certain 



organizations have tried and succeed in penetrating the 
companies who make the software for our voting machines. 
It's entirely possible that a Russian, Chinese, North Korean, 
or hell, Indian, Iranian, Pakistani, or South American State 
agency or private citizen did these things, but it's more 
likely that all of this is orchestrated by a handful of 
Americans who are perfectly happy to let other countries' 
governments or even private citizen hackers take credit. 
Augustine supplies the backdoors and lets the US and 
European media give foreign countries credit. It's a win-win. 
Augustine gets the chaos and distrust in the system it wants 
and keeps its name out of the press, while Russia and Co. 
get thug cred," Max continued. 

Lucille picked up the thread, "What we've just discovered, 
the reason Max stormed upstairs and dragged you down 
here, is that Augustine used its dossiers to provide target 
information to Russia, China, and North Korea....at a 
minimum, target information on members of western 
intelligence communities, civil rights organizations, US and 
UK military, government employees who craft policy and 
strategy, international media, and people worldwide who 
have agitated for political change - information used to 
control them and force them to stop their activities, was 
passed onto foreign governments and used to intimidate, 
manipulate, and silence. American citizens have conspired 
with foreign governments to corrupt investigations, stop 
protests, turn a blind eye to abuse, and force resignations 
from political campaigns. American politicians have allowed 
personal, private information on our military members, 
intelligence community, law enforcement, journalists, etc. to 
be sold and given to sworn enemies of our country to be 
used to intimidate, isolate, and permanently silence our 
protectors. America's corporations, her corrupt politicians, 
and foreign governments all benefit when absolute power 
rests in the hands of the foxes guarding the chicken coops. 
Merchant and Trottel realized it would increase their power 
and deniability if foreign governments could be blamed for 



problems within America. They could take credit for fixing a 
problem of their own creation by demanding absolute 
control over privacy, the intelligence community, and the 
military, while also having ammunition to attack anyone 
with scrupulous political aspirations. And the Democrats 
played right into their hands by refusing, for the eight years 
O'Barry was in office, to make privacy a priority. If internet 
privacy and security had been made legally mandatory, 
access would have been shut off years ago, but now the GOP 
gets to ride in to save us from the foreign boogymen fed and 
clothed by Merchant and Trottel." 

"Seriously?" I interrupted leaning forward on my elbows. 

"Deadly...," Lucille replied. 

“Why would Russia, China, and North Korea go along with 
this? I mean, sure, having a patsy in office here is always 
nice, but it's not like any president has evertaken a hardline 
against any of them. How does this benefit them?" 

“A weak government in the US makes them a lot of 
money, but a government that owes them means a lot of 
money AND control over foreign and domestic policy. With 
personal files on American targets, they can control 
contracts for weapons deals, oil deals, mining deals, you 
name it. Plus, they will have inside knowledge of military 
maneuvers and purchases, treaty negotiations, you name 
it...Putting Trottel in the White House will mean having their 
own puppet seated at the head of the most powerful nation. 
The only risk they took was in the American public finding 
out they meddled in the 2016 election - and that's hardly a 
risk because if that came out, it would strike fear in the 
hearts of every democratic nation and fear is power these 
days. Another win-win. On the other hand. Merchant and 
Trottel never imagined anyone would find out what they'd 
been doing... They didn't take into account that the 
conspiracy would be discovered, f/7af's going to cause all of 
them some problems. It's one thing to have nations 
independently trying to spy and meddle, but it's a whole 
other ball of wax when they're being aided and abetted by 



American corporations and the GOP nominee for President 
while the Democrats circle jerk and the media gets its stories 
from public relations firms,” Lucille concluded with a 
determined grimace. 

"Okay, but how???" I asked unable to fathom how 
Augustine could communicate with North Fucking Korea 
without the CIA and NSA hijacking the hell out of the 
transmission network...Mayibe they did, I thought to myself 
furrowing my brow trying to paste a picture together from all 
the data my brain was processing. 

"When three of the Hummingbirds flew home their file 
size was so small we thought they were duds, that 
something had gone wrong with their programming or 
they'd gotten nothing of any significance off the systems 
they'd been on, but it turned out they were perfect in their 
own little way. As you know. Max's Hummingbird unit is 
configured to only allow incoming communication - nothing 
can go out except for very basic communications to connect 
to the virtual network to facilitate a connection to the 
internet, and anything that tries to get in, even from the ISP 
- you know, the Internet Service Provider, without a 
Hummingbird authentication protocol is rerouted to a 
dummy server she rented space on which is hosting an 
ancient blog about '80s movies..." 

I nodded with a smile recalling Max showing me the site - 
a hilarious CompuServe personal web page she had created 
a million years ago as a self-tutorial for the burgeoning 
consumer internet, in which she discussed the impact John 
Hughes films had had on her life...She had one for Prodigy 
too, saved to a floppy disc, but couldn't find an easy way to 
upload it as a static destination page. 

"Well we discovered our wee Bumble Bees, as we started 
calling these tiny packets, were evidence of something very 
similar, but just a little bigger and not running as clever an 
admission policy as Max's. Where Max is running, or more 
accurately, collecting. Hummingbird on one machine that 
talks to the web via a dedicated modem, the system our 



Bumble Bees found consists of three isolated machines 
configured to only talk to each other - one in New York at 
Augustine's US office, one in China and one in North 
Korea....," she paused to let that statement sink in. 

"Well, well, the plot soup thickens," I said, leaning 
forward, crossing my arms on the table, and scowling at the 
mental images of an American company secretly 
communicating with Russia, China, and North Korea to trade 
sensitive information on American citizens for things as 
vulgar as greed and power. I tried to imagine the path 
Hummingbird must have taken to find the tiny, treasonous 
network AND the path the Wick Burners must have taken to 
burrow into this little triad but my brain wasn't wired for that 
kind of processing. 

Seeing my consternation, Lucille continued, "As you'll 
recall, you, or should I say. Misty, dropped off our little 
Hummers at multiple server farms, from which they spread, 
consumed data, and flew home to us. Infecting ISPs is easy 
as pie, and since they basically provide all connections, they 
are the first link into government, corporate, and private 
systems. In this case. Hummingbird got into Augustine's 
corporate network via their T3 Internet connection. The 
weakness was that while the computer in question at 
Augustine's US office has its own dedicated modem, and is 
configured to only allow traffic between itself and the two 
other machines; it uses the corporate-wide T3 cable to 
communicate, and that cable belongs to an ISP and well, like 
I said, easy as pie. Hummingbird passed into Augustine's 
network, right through the firewall of this particular machine 
as they are designed to do, hatched, and started gobbling 
up login credentials, and once a communication channel 
was established with the other two computers in China and 
North Korea, more flew out to those two devices and Bumble 
Bees flew back a week later when another session was 
opened. We've labeled the three computers Cinnamon, 
Ginger, and Nutmeg...” she paused and smiled at my raised 
eyebrow. “We were hungry and had been talking about pie 



prior to figuring things out,” she said by way of explanation 
before continuing, "Nutmeg is at Augustine and contains 
dossiers of very high target US, European, and Japanese 
citizens - mostly politicians, but also some business 
executives, as well as medical and military personnel. 
Augustine's main system allows searches by name, voting 
record, location, etc., so anyone can be found - but if you're 
a foreign government that very rarely leaves home if at all, 
you don't know who you're looking for if you want leverage 
over someone for a specific reason...Nutmeg provides a 
distilled pool of targets and day-to-day details of activities of 
the target, his or her family members and friends, and 
business associates. These files know what kind of 
toothpaste people use and where they buy it. They know 
where the target's children go to school, who drives them, 
and when they're going on field trips to public places. The 
files are apparently updated and reorganized by thumb 
drive deposit as opposed to updates being sent by Wi-Fi or 
hardline. As far as we know. Nutmeg only has one 
authorized user because Hummingbird only returned one 
login credential for the system after a week onboard and 
seventeen separate logins used to facilitate dossier updates. 
Cinnamon in North Korea and Ginger in China access 
Nutmeg periodically using only four unique logins - two 
users each system, so probably a very limited group of 
people are involved." 

"So, someone at Augustine is taking the already 
criminally contrived dossiers on unsuspecting citizens of 
multiple countries and giving or selling them to roughly four 
people in at least two closed, secretive countries, one of 
which has developed a hobby of detonating hydrogen 
bombs for shits and giggles?" I asked. 

"That about covers it...," replied Max. "Except for the bit 
where Nutmeg's operator is also sharing the same 
information with Russia, who we're sure in turn shares the 
information with Turkey, Syria, Pakistan, etc., etc., etc." 

"How the hell did you figure that out?" I asked. 



"That's a two-part answer. Part A is, recall that Augustine 
sells access to their entire system to anyone who pays - so 
we found evidence of dozens of Russian corporations having 
normal access to the main system containing files on nearly 
500 Million individuals, but Part B is..." 

"One night when we were logged into Nutmeg....," 
Interrupted Lucille. 

"Wait, what? How would you log into Nutmeg \Nher[ it's a 
closed system?" I asked. 

"Well, since it's configured to allow inbound traffic from 
both Cinnamon and Ginger, and we had data on those two 
devices courtesy of Hummingbird, we kind of tricked 
Nutmeg into letting us take a peek. What we think is that 
the person maintaining and accessing Nutmeg has been 
downloading the files from Nutmeg onto a thumb drive and 
somehow passing it to someone with connections to Russia," 
she said with a smirk. 

Lucille explained further that they'd been able to burrow 
into Nutmeg one night and tagged all the files existing on 
the system at the time with a type of digital locator that 
would allow them to quickly identify the files on other 
systems they "peeked at" in an effort to track where 
Augustine's packages were ending up while using 
Hummingbird data on other systems, and what they'd found 
was appalling. Tagged files had shown up on servers 
operated by Russian, Iranian, and Syrian military, 
intelligence, and government agencies. 

"Part B is, look, imagine you're the leader of a country 
and you've got a hard-on to see the US and Western Europe 
fail...implode...eat its own young...You're going to want to 
know who to target to produce the most damage whether it 
be via blackmail, bribery, threats, or murder, right?" asked 
Max. 

"Sure, okay," I replied putting on my best evil shithead 
thinking cap and trying to see where she was going. 

"We're a nation of over 300 Million, and even Americans 
don't know who the real movers and shakers are, I mean, do 



you know who really controls how you get your electricity to 
run your A/C or who is truly responsible for ensuring phones 
work in your neighborhood? Do you know if your neighbor 
works for an intelligence agency?" 

"Nope," I answered. 

"A database," she continued, "of distilled American and 
European targets would be worth billions of dollars. A 
database containing the most intimate details of the lives 
and families of the men and women who decide our laws, 
provide our gas and electricity, transportation, and 
communication networks; supply law enforcement and 
military security...you get the idea..." 

"Yup," was all I could answer, feeling my stomach churn 
at the image coalescing in my mind. "It's bad enough that 
China and North Korea have access to Nutmeg - but at the 
end of the day, China can't afford for us to fail because if we 
go down we take them with us, no one will be around to buy 
their products any more. China might want the database to 
target Intellectual Property or manipulate trade deals, but 
they can't abuse the power given to them by those dossiers 
too much or the blowback could singe them pretty badly. 
North Korea is basically powerless - they can try to screw 
with us remotely, hacking HBO and dropping Game of 
Thrones scripts, or even cause a power grid shutdown 
cascade, but they don't come to America and we don't go 
there. The damage would be minor in the scheme of things, 
well not minor to the people who lost loved ones in a power 
outage, but it probably wouldn't even touch the numbers of 
September They could launch a couple bombs at 

vulnerable targets like San Onofre if they had inside intel 
from a compromised source, but realistically, we'd retaliate 
so violently the Korean peninsula would be a toxic waste 
dump for the next million years. Russia on the other hand," 

I paused, "it's nothing for a Russian agent to come to the US, 
sit outside an FBI building capturing license plate numbers 
from employees as they leave, use Augustine's enormous 
database to reconcile plate numbers to names, take a photo 



of an FBI employee's child at school and let it be known that 
if they don't play ball the little girl disappears into sex 
slavery in the Arabian Peninsula. The Russian government 
has no great vested interest in our economy, they would 
love nothing more than to just see us burn, then come in 
and dance on our ashes!" 

"That about covers it," said Max and Lucille in unison. 

"What makes you think that it's not China or North Korea 
selling the info to Russia? I mean they have it via their 
access to Nutmeg." 

"Timing... and activity. We tagged the files with a marker, 
left it for 24 hours, then went in and removed it. In that time 
Nutmeg wasn't accessed by either Asian system, we 
checked the activity log. In those 24-hours there was one 
login onto Nutmeg, the files were copied onto an external 
drive, and then we removed the tag. 48 hours later we were 
seeing the files populated in two locations in Russia, 24 
hours after that the files were on 10 systems....and here we 
are," replied Lucille. 

"Russia, China, et al. have full access to whatever they 
want to pay for, which includes specific, pre-curated lists of 
political, government and military targets. They have 
information on specific HUMAN BEINGS WITH FAMILIES!" 
Max shouted into the ceiling. "It also explains how it is that 
the DNC and campaign advisors could be specifically 
breached - Augustine provided detailed dossiers containing 
email addresses, phone numbers, names of associates, 
schedules of meetings, etc. - everything a bad actor would 
need to spear-phish login credentials," she continued. 

"So, Augustine enabled other countries' intelligence 
agencies or their private citizens to hack our country, gather 
the identities of people and families who can be 
manipulated, gather data on our infrastructure and security 
measures, send buckets of sensitive data to WikiLeaks, and 
fiddle with our election...and let the other countries take the 
credit, or blame, depending on your perspective, for it?" 



"Yup, that sums it up succinctly," replied Max with a 
frown. "And there's the bit about Augustine using those files 
for their own benefit to target specific people they want out 
of the way or they want committing treason and espionage 
from the inside..." 

"I know I'm probably being naive here...," I interrupted, 
“but I'm less concerned with them trying to throw this 
election to Trottel than the egregious privacy invasion 
they've perpetrated on every single American! To have our 
lives tracked, recorded, and sold to anyone with a wad of 
currency is beyond the pale! How the hell do law 
enforcement and the intelligence community not grasp the 
danger to themselves and their families that exists by 
having every single thing of a personal and private nature 
sent over the internet given how unsecure it is?? Surely, 
they're aware of Augustine. Surely, they'll shut it down if for 
no other reason than to protect themselves and their kids. 
There's no way Augustine is going to get Trottel elected...the 
real focus of Carnyx has to be exposing these dossiers and 
the companies complicit in creating them, not to mention 
the collusion between our government bodies and 
corporations to cover up the malfeasance you mentioned 
earlier!" I said angrily. 

Max paced back a forth in the alley between the table 
and the projection screen..."You're right, it is completely 
obnoxious, and those things should be the focus, and they 
will be...eventually...But I'm afraid you're wrong if you think 
this election hasn't been turned into a sham and that that's 
not the bigger issue. I'm afraid the intelligence community 
is completely in the dark about this...and local law 
enforcement even further behind. There may be a few 
analysts at the NSA who've seen the writing on the wall and 
know that if they can read people's emails, surely theirs can 
be read too, and maybe they've taken steps to protect 
themselves individually, but they are completely blind to 
what's going on. Between Augustine's interference and 
planted fabricated news stories, the intimidation of who 



knows how many American citizens by individuals and 
organizations that have bought dossiers from Augustine, the 
leaks about how our private and federal military has 
behaved in the Middle East and how our intelligence 
community has non-existent consumer privacy laws to 
eavesdrop on nearly every American, plus that blasted 
woman's private email server, and now that weasel Utah 
congressman leaking the FBI Director's obligatory last- 
minute revelation of additional emails...Trottel may be the 
first illegitimate President of the United States - a puppet 
placed in the Oval Office by a US corporation and foreign 
countries." 

"Wouldn't that be ironic!" scoffed Lucille. 

"Fuck, I hope you're wrong!" I said thinking of Iraq, Iran, 
and Panama and understanding exactly what Lucille meant. 

"So do I...S 0 do I...," said Max staring at the web of 
betrayal on the white board. 

“What I don't get is, what's his end game? What the heck 
does Merchant want? I mean, he's already got billions of 
dollars, multiple homes in multiple countries...what more 
does he want?" I asked. 

"If this election goes to Trottel, Merchant and the families 
that have invested in Augustine will achieve two goals very 
quickly. A) They'll control the President and any member of 
Congress they help elect, which means they'll control 
privacy laws, tax laws, any environmental regulation, and be 
positioned to rain their religious beliefs down on the courts 
because Trottel will be seating at least one Supreme. 
Women's rights, religious freedom, workers' rights, and 
racism will be reset back to the 19^^ Century. And B) I fear 
that the Augustine families will consider that to be only the 
cornerstone of their ultimate goal. If Trottel wins, anyone 
who opposes him will be targeted and destroyed by Mel 
Merchant's machine. Trottel is an idiotic egomaniac who just 
wants his name flashing above the White House like a giant 
casino, but Merchant and his cohorts want anarchy and civil 
war; they want the breakdown of society and civilization. 



because in chaos there are no rules and with no rules they 
can revert back to the good old days of slavery and robber 
barons. There are certain leaders in certain countries only 
too willing to help them for sadistic reasons of their own. If 
Trottel wins, we're going to have bigger problems than 
unsafe coal mines, diesel cheaters, climate change 
arguments, and shitty organization at the VA." 

The room fell silent as I digested everything. Max and 
Lucille let me take it all in, chew on it, and try to swallow the 
bitter truth. In the back of my mind something kept poking 
at me. 

“Remember when, after 9/11, we all started having to go 
through pervy x-ray machines, carry plastic bags of tiny 
bottles of shampoo, and throw out our toenail clippers just to 
board a plane, all in the name of “security"?" I asked. 
“Remember when people started to complain about having 
their children felt up by TSA, having to toss out their babies' 
bottles of breast milk, and being forced buy over-priced 
bottles of water from airport vendors because it was 
supposedly more secure than bringing your own from home 
- forget the fact that any one of those airport concession 
workers could be bribed to smuggle in weapons or poisoned 
water bottles...And remember when the tools on the 
morning news shows would show clips of some woman 
usually named Carol going on about how she didn't mind 
trading her liberty for safety? Remember how that became 
the rallying cry for every cop, sheriff, intelligence agency, 
and politician? TRADE YOUR LIBERTY FOR SAFETY!!! Give 
up your privacy, your freedom from unreasonable search 
and seizure, so you can be safe!!! Well, how the hell did 
that work out?? Either of you feel any safer?" I asked. 
“Have murderous losers been prevented from shooting up 
schools, clubs, concerts, and houses of worship? Have 
corporations stopped polluting the environment and begun 
taking customers' privacy seriously? Do either of you feel 
one iota safer today than you did when you went to bed on 
September ll^h, 2001? Or do you feel like the world has 



spun further out of control and that the bad guys are more 
vile, violent, and insulated from accountability than ever?” I 
asked, throwing my hands up in the air in disgust and 
storming upstairs to get some fresh air while the lyrics to 
Video Killed the Radio Star by the Buggies filled my head. 
The Age of Plastic, indeed, I thought as I opened the front 
door and stared at the world. 


It was just after midnight according to the mantle clock 
above the fireplace. My tea had long grown cold and all that 
remained of the fire were a few orange embers glowing 
underneath grey ashes. 

I felt like a caged animal. I needed a walk. 

I grabbed a blanket off the back of the couch, wrapped it 
around my shoulders, and stepped out the front door into 
the bone permeating icy dampness that had rolled in off the 
Pacific. It was exactly what I needed. It jolted me out of my 
funk and reset my brain, but instead of turning and going 
back inside I decided to walk a while and let the sensation 
fully cleanse my emotions. 

The street lights fought to illuminate the sidewalks 
through the dense fog, accumulated moisture dripped from 
the towering pines, and silence crouched like a panther 
ready to devour even the slightest sound. 

In this inside-out sensory deprivation chamber, my 
thoughts began to wander and I didn't try to restrain them. 
A train of thought began chugging away. It didn't take a 
linear path, more of a dot-to-dot until it sketched an image 
that trigged a memory of a discussion Jesse and I had had 
years earlier. 

"This is just bizarre and amazing and absolutely 
maddening all at the same time!” I exclaimed more to 
myself than Jesse sunk deep into the couch reading his 
book. 



“What is?" he asked. 

“Your great-great granddad!" 

“On which side?" 

“Your dad's." 

“What's so exasperating about him?" 

“The fact that he doesn't exist, mostly!" 

“Well obviously he exists, I'm here...is it just really bad 
records?" 

“No, it's just a void, a black hole." 

“But he owned a farm in Evergreen, there must be 
records." 

“I'm not talking about Harrison, I'm talking about Curtis." 

“Who?" 

“Your great granddad, Curtis Stacy, was adopted. I'm 
looking for his biological parents - Curtis, Sr. and Ella Woods, 
and it's like Curtis just appeared, a fully-grown man of 23 or 
30, in 1870." 

“So wait, Harrison isn't my great-great granddad?" 

“Well, he is, he's just not related to you. By all accounts 
he and his wife, Lucy, were great parents who gave Curtis, Jr. 
a good life, held the property Curtis, Sr. homesteaded, and 
willed it to Curtis, Jr. when Harrison died, but I've always 
wanted to know what happened that caused Curtis, Jr. to be 
adopted. What happened to Curtis, Sr. and Ella Woods?" 

“And what have you found out?" he asked, curiosity 
getting the better of him as it does to anyone when history 
gets personal. 

“Curtis, Sr. shows up in two censuses - 1870 and 1880. 
They both indicate he was born in Ohio sometime between 
1840 and 1847. I've got his probate record which indicates 
he died in December 1881, three months before Curtis, Jr. 
was born and in an entirely different county from where he 
and Ella lived. It's like he was traveling when he died? I 
dunno. And that's it. Well, there's a marriage license for a 
marriage to another woman in 1875, but that's useless 
because it doesn't record the names of his parents. The 
thing is, he doesn't exist outside of these records. No 



census record for him or anyone that could be him in 1850 
or 1860 in any state much less Ohio specifically, no record of 
him in the Civil War, no record of his death or birth in any 
state that shares those records, no mention of him in any 
newspaper, no record of him marrying Ella Woods...It's just 
bizarre. And it makes me wonder - was Curtis Stacy even 
his real name? Could it be an alias? Could he have been a 
deserter from the Civil War? Could he have been an outlaw? 
He was supposedly born in Ohio, but in 1870 he was in 
Arkansas working as farm labor, and in 1880 he was in 
Jefferson County, Colorado working on the farm with your 
adoptive great-great grandparents, but according to his 
probate documents, by 1881 he was dead, leaving his own 
homestead, a few cows and horses, and a bill for lumber 
he'd bought to his heirs - Ella and Curtis, Jr. Then it gets 
weirder. In 1880, Curtis, Sr. was living with your adoptive 
great-grandparents - Harrison and Lucy - on theirfarm along 
with two of Lucy's cousins, one of whom became the 
executor of Curtis, Sr.'s estate and in 1883, married Ella! 
Ella and this guy, Frank, lived in Colorado, had a couple kids, 
and later moved to Illinois, but they gave Curtis, Jr. to 
Harrison and Lucy??? And then it gets even stranger. Some 
of Ella's family is in Colorado too - like right around the 
corner from Harrison and Lucy. Her eldest brother and his 
wife, and two of her older married sisters are both living 
within spitting distance of Harrison and Lucy's farm and yet 
she still gave Curtis, Jr. to Harrison and Lucy???" 

"What do you know about Ella and her family?" Jesse 
asked leaning over my shoulder trying to make sense of all 
the papers I had spread out before me and the windows I 
had open on the computer. 

"They were some badasses! That's what I know about 
them!" 

"Really? How so?" he asked making himself comfortable 
at the table. 

"Ella's parents were William and Mary. They were born in 
England - Liverpool to be exact. They got married and had 



three kids in Liverpool where William worked as quarry labor. 
Their next child was born in Quebec, Canada. Then three 
were born in Iowa and a final one in Illinois. Between like 
1855 and 1870 Ella's parents had moved from England to 
Canada to Iowa to Illinois. William died sometime before 
1870 and Mary was gone by 1880 nearest I can tell, but four 
of their kids ended up in Colorado by 1880. Then sometime 
between 1885 and 1892-ish Ella moved back to Illinois and 
her three siblings who'd been in Colorado had moved across 
the country to OREGON of all places to farm and log. It 
looks like they put down roots there and still have 
descendants in the area. But think about it...all that 
traveling in an era without cars, cell phones, credit cards. 
They moved and struggled and left behind family. It's just 
insane to imagine what that must have been like." 

"Ocean crossings, wagons, trains, building their own 
homes, digging their own outhouse holes, working hard 
every day of their lives to make a better life for the next 
generation. Even Curtis, Sr. staking claim to a homestead in 
the middle of what was basically a new state - he didn't live 
long enough to work it, but it provided for his son in the end. 
It's all just so hard to really grasp given what life is like now. 
Running water, flushing indoor toilets, stoves and ovens 
heated by gas not wood, laundry machines and dryers, cars, 
televisions, cell phones...we've come a long way!" said 
Jesse. 

The words echoed in my head as I walked - "We've come 
a long way!" Yeah, but was there a tipping point aiong the 
iine where we went too far? When did we become so weak 
compared to our ancestors who had the fire in their beiiies 
to travei from Engiand, Scotiand, France, Germany, and 
Ireiand to Canada to America and then across her width to 
ciaim parts of her wiiderness and try to tame it? What do 
humans do now? We try to ciaim parts of the internet. We 
spend our time anonymousiy mocking and buiiying peopie 
on the internet. We spend biiiions on devices upon which 
we can read about history but we don't ever iearn from it. 



We've forgotten how to be self-sufficient - Just a few 
decades ago, most families had, at a minimum, small 
gardens and a couple chickens. They shopped for fresh 
meat and fruits and vegetables un-bathed in toxic cocktails 
of herbicides and pesticides. They bought tinned foods and 
canned their own concoctions in glass Jars. People walked 
more, drove less, and flying was a special treat because the 
airlines treated customers like valued partners. People 
knew how to use tools to build things and repair things. 
They knew their neighbors and looked out for each other. 
Plastic waste didn't exist - no plastic water bottles, plastic 
trash bags, or plastic straws. What would our ancestors 
think of what their descendants have begat and become? 
Would they be appalled and ashamed?! I asked myself. 
Grandpa would be disgusted to learn that the fundamentals 
of financial conservatism had died with his children's 
generation - that debt was now one generation's legacy to 
the next, that pollution and constant war were the birthright 
of his great-granddaughter. I wonder what Ella's parents 
would have said if they'd met Jesse - their third great- 
grandson. They'd left the horrors of Victorian England to 
find dean water, dean air, dean soil, and opportunity in 
America and now their third great-grandson was trying to 
protect his daughter, their fourth great-grandchild, from the 
same calamities that Victoria and her Parliament allowed to 
proliferate in Industrial England - pollution, crime, inflation, 
abuses perpetrated by wealthy, and the cruelties of 
technology misuse. Why does no one learn from history? 
Why have we become so complacent, weak, and fearful? 
My ancestors, Jesse's ancestors, they were badasses! They 
built things with their bare hands and had babies without 
epidurals! They fought against tyrants and robber barons. 
They read and reasoned and questioned. But today, 
millions of people can't get out of bed without anti¬ 
depression medication, they spend their money and go into 
debt to buy nonsense hawked by moronic celebrities, and fill 
their time cyberstalking those same celebrities and their 



alleged friends to make sure they didn't do anything that 
needs to be mocked or belittled In the comments section to 
make themselves feel better. “What is wrong with 
people???" I asked the fog. 



Chapter XVIII 


November 8, 2016 
Max's House 
Berkeley, CA 

It had been a rocky road getting to this Election Day. The 
Democrat nominee, and the party in general, had allowed 
hubris and over-confidence to cloud their perception of real 
life in America, of what the citizens of the US really wanted 
in a leader. Wrapped up in their little privileged worlds, 
quoting the Dali Lama, and toasting each other for assuredly 
knowing best what middle class and poor Americans 
needed, they'd lost all touch with reality...Which opened a 
crack in the door for the repugnant Grand Old Party to 
wedge its old, large, white, wrinkled Elephant through the 
door into people's living rooms. After eight years of being 
treated like elementary school children, American adults had 
had it with the Democratic Asses - and boy-howdy were they 
about to get trampled by the misogynistic, racist, grifter that 
is the GOP Elephant! 

I sat with Max and Lucille in Max's living room on the 
night of the election. We kept crunching the numbers and 
pulling up historical electoral maps disbelieving what we 
were seeing, but believing it a little after what we'd learned 
of Augustine Survey...The re was no way the Democrats could 
win. For all the Democrats' faults, for all the faults of their 
nominee, we were horrified by what the Republicans had 
nominated and the fact he was about to win! 

We stayed up until the wee hours of the night after the 
election was called for Trottel...At first in silent shock, and 
then in manic planning... 



Max was building on my original plan for Carnyx. With a 
few months' time, she and the Wick Burners could have 
enough data from Hummingbird admittance to launch my 
plan on a grander scale than I'd imagined. Flow charts were 
drawn and taped to the walls of the grey stone basement, 
memos were sent through Jinn and other channels, and I felt 
myself caught up in a vortex of organized chaos. 

I desperately wanted to go back to Scotland and just 
forget all of this. Live a simple life with Jesse, Lexie, the 
dogs and the pub - but this was our one shot to set things 
right. 

This was our Revolution. 

I contacted Jesse and let him know I was staying a bit 
longer...! could hear the disappointment in his voice, but I 
also knew he knew why and that he understood. He 
messaged me later in Jinn to offer to come over and help, 
but we both knew it was better for him to stay in Scotland, 
run the pub, take care of the dogs, and keep things as 
normal as possible - especially with what we knew about 
Augustine and Melvin Merchant. 

I was out of my depth when it came to the Wick Burner's 
work, so I was designated the official errand girl. Max had 
me picking up office supplies, food, and running other 
errands while she and Lucille doubled down on two fronts: 
one, acquiring every login credential they could via 
Hummingbird, and two, ferreting out the network of systems 
that supported the entire internet. 

As it turns out, the things I didn't know about the internet 
- and how things work in general - could fill a black 
hole...One of them was that corporations and government 
agencies have redundancies; systems that swoop in as 
backup should one server go down in the middle of a 



streaming of Happyish, or a DDoS of a credit bureau...Max 
and the Wick Burners needed a map of that web and a 
database of users and login credentials corresponding to 
those servers, and it was a long slog...especially since they 
were creating it old school with binders, tabs, and paper & 
pen to leave no electronic record of their activities. 


January, 2017 
Max's House 
Berkeley, CA 

I was rolling out a huge sheet of newsprint on the floor for 
the girls to sketch flowcharts upon on the day of Trottel's 
inauguration, happy to be surrounded by the silent hum of 
Max and Lucille's brains and the faint sounds of Mon Maquis 
by Alizee, when I heard footfalls coming down the stone 
steps into the Burrow as I'd taken to calling the cellar in my 
own head. 

We weren't expecting anyone that I knew of...I glanced at 
Max and Lucille who didn't seem fazed by the activity or 
weren't aware of it, lost as they were in their task, so I waited 
curiously to see who would enter... 

"Oliver! Kurt! Man to whom I haven't yet been 
introduced!" I exclaimed as three men emerged single file 
from the arched doorway carrying a messenger bag, hard 
sided briefcase, and backpack respectively. I laid down the 
roll of paper and went to greet Oliver and Kurt. Oliver and I 
greeted each other with a two-cheek air kiss, "What are you 
doing here?" I asked as I received a bear hug from Kurt, "I 
didn't know you all were coming!" I continued as Kurt put 
me back on my feet. 

Oliver responded, "We couldn't let you ladies have all the 
fun," as I found myself before a man I knew but to whom I 
had never been introduced. 

"Hi, I'm Laura," I said extending my right hand. 



"I know," he said extending his own with a huge grin and 
a twinkle in his eyes. 

Max walked over before I could ask him what I should call 
him... 

"You boys ready to get to work?" she asked? 

The three of them glanced around at the scene before 
them...Five computer workstations sat side-by-side along the 
wall across from the foot of the stairs, binders, pens, colored 
paper, tabbed dividers, and notepads laid scattered across 
the tree-trunk slab table; strips of multicolored flow-chart 
covered newsprint ran horizontally across the wall to the 
left, and a blank, for now, projector screen hung in front of 
the wall on the right. 

"Where do you want us?" they asked in unplanned unison 
as they set about unbuckling, unclasping, and unzipping 
their workbags. 

I stood at the bottom of the stairs staring at five 
backsides huddled around half of the table in the center of 
the room. There was nothing for me to do in this room, so I 
went upstairs to work in my area of expertise - the kitchen. 
It suddenly occurred to me as I chopped carrots that Oliver 
and Kurt were in town for Antikythera! "Holy carp! Has it 
really been a year since I met Max, Kurt, Lucille?" I asked 
aloud to no one. I wondered to myself what this year's 
conference must have been like, and marveled at the 
serendipity that allowed Kurt, Oliver, and “Friedman” as I 
called him in my mind because I had no idea what to call 
him and I'd recently read a book about Elizebeth and 
William Friedman and somehow it all made sense at the 
time, to be in town just as we needed them most. 

Three hours later the five of them staggered upstairs 
starved for food and distraction from the cybergrind. The 
cold January night, coupled with my hot, made-from-scratch 
three bean and spinach soup, warm homemade Irish soda 



bread, and crumble-topped apple cobbler was just what we 
all needed to clear our heads and refuel. 

We sat outside under heat lamps and ate by hurricane- 
shrouded candle light, and later sipped slightly Irish coffee 
as tipsy ghosts of steam rose from our mugs...No one spoke 
of computers or politics or family; we talked about the things 
that make us unique, the things lost in 280 characters and 
existing just to try to out-clever each other. 

“You know," said Kurt randomly, “if the government 
postal agencies had a complete brain between them they'd 
capitalize on the less hackable, need-for-a-subpoena-to-read 
nature of snail mail and make writing letters affordable and 
fashionable again. Remember how harmless and amusing 
paper chain-letters were, especially compared to the 
syphilitic Typhoid Mary that e-mail has become? Sure, it 
takes a little longer - but Christ, I'd give up e-mail in a hot 
second for a letter handwritten in crayon and sealed with 
scratch-n-sniff stickers!" 

“Oh My DOG, I used to collect those! I had a Trapper- 
Keeper filled with pages of stickers that smelled like popcorn 
and Oreos and grape juice!" I said having a flashback to the 
early '80s. 

“I used to have wax sticks and seals I made from bottle 
caps and all kinds of buttons!" chimed in Lucille. “I'd write 
notes to friends in school and seal them like I was 
Walsingham!" 

“Hah! Remember how you'd fold notes into little 
rectangles with pull-tabs? And how they fit perfectly into 
locker slots or hide in the palm of your hand if you were 
passing them during class?" I asked still stuck back in 1984. 

“Yeah! How did that work again?" asked Lucille folding 
her napkin trying to remember the procedure. 

“Americans!" said Kurt and Oliver in amused disgust 
almost in unison as I scooted over to help her remember the 
fold. 

“What? Like you Europeans were just so above passing 
notes in class?" I asked, my voice dripping with snark. “I bet 



you didn't make cootie catchers either!" 

"What on Earth is a cootie catcher!" asked Oliver looking 
rather concerned, which caused Friedman to roar with 
laughter. 

Lucille still struggling to remember how to fold a note, 
started trying to fold her napkin into a cootie catcher. 

"You've got to square up the paper for the cootie 
catcher," I said laughing through tears at the sight of Lucille 
industriously folding away while Friedman laughed, Oliver 
and Kurt looked totally flummoxed, and Max looked on 
shaking her head grinning from ear to ear. 

Ten minutes later Lucille and Oliver were playing with a 
newly constructed cootie catcher, Kurt and I were practicing 
the art of clandestinely passing notes in a classroom, and 
Friedman was flicking triangular "footballs" through 
Maxine's spoon and fork uprights. 

The hours flew by as we talked about favorite songs, 
favorite smells, best memories and worst memories, first 
loves and worst lovers, until the early hours of the morning 
when I finally shooed them off to bed telling them I'd clean 
up so they could catch some zzzs. 

After cleaning up the kitchen and doing a little prep work 
for breakfast in the morning I tiptoed up to my room 
expecting everyone to be asleep. At the top of the stairs I 
could see streetlight glowing through the open doors of all 
the bedrooms...Doubting they would all retire for the night 
with doors ajar, I peeked into the room Oliver and Kurt would 
have shared - both of the twin beds were empty save for the 
neatly folded and stacked spare towels I'd placed there 
earlier. Rolling my eyes and chuckling to myself I made my 
way down to the first floor and into the dining room where I 
pulled open the breakfront door and padded down into the 
war room. 

I stood in the doorway watching five people, four of whom 
I'd only met a mere 12 months before, but now considered 



my lifelong friends and co-conspirators, as they danced the 
ballet of rebellion. 

As their low voices sang lyrics set to music created by 
fingers tapping on keyboards, pens gliding over paper, and 
softly whirring computer fans, I found myself wondering 
about our ancestors - the ones who'd worked to take back 
their rights in France, in Germany, in Ireland, and in 
America...Every revolution has its conception, its growth, 
and its birth; we always look back on these events as a 
whole, as history written in books, as a movement of great 
masses of people, guided by glorified leaders, but they all 
start like this - a few people in a room with an idea - 
planning, bickering, laughing, prodding, and supporting - 
individuals who'd had enough, who'd decided that any 
consequence would be better than the continuation of 
abuses and suffering. I imagined long deceased relatives 
organizing to take the Bastille, to resist against Kaiser 
Wilhelm II, and to demand independence from England. I 
imagined discussions in the homes, churches, pubs, and 
alleyways between my late family members and likeminded 
friends as they griped about mistreatment, plotted, and felt 
one another out to determine whom they could trust and 
whom they could use. In the moment, they probably never 
knew what they were creating would lead to new 
governments, new freedoms, and new problems...they did it 
because it needed to be done. Their ghosts were with us, 
and not just because I had The Orb pieces and could literally 
summon them...but because their DNA was woven into ours 
over the ages...a genetic tinderbox passed from generation 
to generation that drives some descendants to wander, to 
explore, to agitate, to push boundaries, to survive and 
thrive, even in the screaming face of obscene, horrific 
opposition. 

I sat lengthwise across one of the steps near the bottom 
of the stairway, resting my back against one side and 
bracing my feet against the other side of the darkened 
archway and watched them work. I started thinking about 



all the promises of a better life computer technology was 
supposed to have brought - easier communication, better 
education, the ability to work remotely to reduce the 
financial and environmental costs of transportation. But it 
was all a giant He, wasn't it? AH our communications are 
spied on, and there's so much of it, it's just noise now. No 
one can absorb more than headlines because by the time 
they've read one, more information is being thrown at them. 
Pius, so much of it is pure bullshit or dripping with vitriol it 
hurts the senses to read it. The education system is more of 
a Joke today than it was in the 1800s - and more expensive. 
Employers balk at women taking three months maternity 
leave - asking them if you can work from home makes them 
totally apoplectic. Work from home??? How will we know if 
you're doing your JOB??? No, no no, you must be at your 
desk for at least eight hours AND you must be available to 
me 24/7/365(6) by phone, computer, and your internet- 
connected television. We're getting sodomized by Silicon 
Valley and we Just accept it like altar boys in a Catholic 
Church. 

I must have dozed off because the next thing I knew a 
bleary-eyed Lucille was tripping over me and raining down a 
torrent of what I can only assume were some sort of 
Moroccan curse words on my head. It was 7 a.m. and we all 
needed a nap! Without speaking we climbed the stairs to 
the first floor, the stairs to the second floor, and passed out 
on our beds until well past lunchtime. 

I was the first to wake up and snuck downstairs to whip 
up something to eat for everyone. The smell of coffee, 
orange juice, and French toast wafted upstairs and 
summoned my comrades. 

"Fer feck's sake! I don't remember feeling this horrid 
after all-nighters at university!" exclaimed Oliver walking 
into the kitchen rubbing his lower back with one hand and 
his eyes with the other. 

"I've felt better after car crashes than I do right now," 
added Lucille behind him. 



"I think part of my brain has melted. Or seized up like a 
rusty old clock. Do they make WD-40 for brains?" asked Kurt 
rubbing his temples behind Lucille. 

Max entered without saying a word, chugged a glass of 
OJ, poured a huge mug of coffee and walked outside to the 
patio table. The rest of us followed, plates of food in hand 
and ate in near silence. 

As the afternoon sun thawed and warmed our stiff joints 
and sore muscles, our little group came alive. They quietly 
informed me that they'd made huge progress in mapping 
the internet, gathering login credentials, and confirming 
functionality of something called Torpor. Confused, I let it 
slide knowing better than to ask about it in the openness of 
the backyard, but I made a mental note to ask about it later, 
in the safety of the Burrow. 

The rest of the month was spent in a very specific 
routine...! shopped for supplies, made meals and cleaned up, 
and took care of some ABS "donations" courtesy of leads 
from Myra, while the Wick Burners diligently and 
systematically plugged away at their tasks. 

I learned over the course of the week that little pods like 
ours existed all over the globe. Max's network was larger 
than I'd imagined; there were a couple hundred Wick 
Burners working on this project around the clock in tiny 
groups using Jinn and coded messages in snail mail to 
contribute pieces to the puzzle that is the World Wide Web. 
The Wick Burners were a global, truly secret society which 
had supported each other and shared information for 
decades and were now united in one cause...taking back 
their countries from the parasitic perma-politicos and the 
plague-riddled corporations they protect. 

I also learned about Torpor. Max could see that my plan 
to reboot the world and her desire to shut down the abuses 
of technology dovetailed like the drawer panels of an 18th 



Century desk. She'd previously considered that if 
Hummingbird were a success, she'd have an unprecedented 
opening into the web and had begun formulating a software 
packet...a tiny file...that when planted on a system would 
send it into Torpor, a coma-like state hibernation where The 
Wick Burners controlled when or if it woke up. As the Wick 
Burners around the world worked to map the fibers and 
intersections of the world wide web, she was testing her 
software meant to ensnare the most loathsome & poisonous 
creatures who had been trying to hijack it to use as their 
own hunting grounds. 

January bled into February...The Wick Burners harvested 
data and Max tested Torpor on region 3 of Nile Web Services 
shutting them down for a few hours, all against the backdrop 
of the Trottel Administration & the 115th Congress' burning 
of the US Constitution by way of profiteering, ethics 
violations, civil rights desecrations, as well as threats from 
the Middle East and Asia, corporate malfeasance and the 
exposure of the private information of every adult US citizen 
and most of those of England and Canada. 

My Wick Burners, as I thought of the men and women 
working away in a cellar beneath my feet, lived in bubbles 
where nothing filtered in from the news for days on 
end...they spent 12 hours or more working, then ate, slept, 
and occasionally showered. Happily, they were all either 
"retired" or independently employed - neither was a 
requirement of being a Wick Burner, in the case of Max's 
group it just worked out that way - so no one missed them 
when they became absorbed into a new project...even one 
as big as Hummingbird. From what I gathered, I suspected 
there were Burners all over the world, working in hundreds 
of different capacities. While many were software engineers, 
there seemed to be equal numbers who worked in other 
engineering fields, economics, education, retail, accounting, 
customer service, transportation, and other disciplines. For 



the most part, Wick Burners had all been born into the tail 
end of the Boomer generation or Gen X. They'd been raised 
on the radio, which is to say, before the technology that was 
being used to yoke us had been invented. Wick Burners 
knew what freedom meant, they recalled carefree days, 
opportunity, family holidays consisting of backyard football 
and large helpings of sarcasm, and the ability to see a 
doctor without risking bankruptcy. They'd evolved careers, 
raised families - bringing the younger generations into the 
fold as opportunity presented itself, and built a community 
of problem solvers, hackers, idealists, and rebels who had 
tackled problems behind the scenes as they safely could 
over the decades. But Brexit, the 2016 election, and the 
hope delivered by Carnyx, Hummingbird, and Torpor 
energized them into developing plans for overt actions. 
They were driven by one unifying goal and spurred on each 
time they popped their bubbles to check in on the 
world...and nothing whipped them into a frenzy more than 
the attacks on innocent people occurring nearly every week! 

I did my best to keep the constant trickle of "news" off 
the radar of the five Wick Burners in my charge...they didn't 
need to be distracted by Trottel's constant ignorant 
bumbling, lying, golfing, and desecration of everything for 
which Americans had died fighting for; or the inbred idiocy 
coming out of the UK, or the measuring of phallic symbols 
constructed by enemies of our own creation posturing like 
juvenile creatures in a media circus led by Trottel and his 
ridiculous postiche. They didn't need to hear about the 
incessant marches to nowhere held by protestors during 
weekends when no one cared, especially politicians who 
patted the organizers on the head and said, "Well done, 
you've exercised your rights to protest and we've allowed it, 
now go home and get back to work making money for me to 
spend!" I ranted in my own head about the ridiculousness of 
protesting because I didn't want to bother the people 
downstairs and I couldn't risk calling Jesse knowing what I 



now knew about the total lack of privacy in both of our 
countries. What on earth do they think they're 
accomplishing?? They turn out for a huge party, covered by 
press which is hijacked by politicians who use all the 
protestors' efforts for their own gain. The people they're 
protesting against are laughing at them, mocking them, and 
in some cases using their own people to incite violence as a 
way to discredit the protestors. It's not nineteen fucking 
sixty anymore! The shock of seeing people march in the 
streets means nothing to politicians or corporations 
anymore, now it's just an opportunity to grab the spotlight 
to rally their own supporters without calling in favors or 
spending a dime. Protesting is free publicity for the idiots 
you're protesting against, I railed impotently in my head. 

I protected my five from the drivel drooled from the 
mouths of "journalists" telling us what we already knew - 
that we were being screwed by people who'd been screwing 
us for generations. The media are good like that - pointing 
out what we already know and offering opinions on how we 
got here and where we might end up, but doing jack all to 
solve problems by engaging in responsible reporting by 
covering people who have solutions, or abstaining from 
drama vortex amplification of corrupt clowns. Interrupting 
the Wick Burners to tell them the media were up to their 
usual self-aggrandization wouldn't have changed anything 
we were working on, but it really burned my butter which is 
probably why I became really good at baking bread - 
kneading dough is a great way to work out frustrations. 

When I wasn't activating gluten, I consoled myself by 
reminding myself that what the Wick Burners were doing 
would make a difference, and they needed to focus, so I 
sheltered them as best I could by playing housemaid and 
Girl Friday, leaving them to their own devices and their 
single-minded obsession. 



But sometimes there were things they felt I needed or 
would want to know. 

Oliver pulled me aside one day to share a bit of 
information. 

“Remember when you gave me the cell phones from your 
dog rescue adventure?" 

"Sheesh, yeah, that seems like a million years ago..." I 
said thinking back to the good old days when I thought 
Carnyx would just be about righting individual wrongs like 
some sort of Equalizer meets Leverage real life mashup. 

"Well, two numbers they communicated with showed up 
in Augustine's database of dossiers..." 

"Oh really?" I asked wondering where he was going with 
this. 

"The phone numbers the Russian brutes were calling are 
American, they're registered to, and paid for by, the 
campaign account of a US Congressman. Augustine records 
indicate the phones are used exclusively by the son and 
daughter of this Congressman. Obviously, I can't say if they 
were involved in the dog fighting nastiness, but the fact 
they were exchanging texts and calls with these types of 
people makes me think it wasn't to share biscuit recipes. It 
might be something worth checking into," he said handing 
me their names on a slip of paper so I could look up their 
Augustine files and do a little research before using The Orb 
pieces to steal the truth from their pathetic little minds. 

"Let me guess. Daddy didn't pay to have the kitten's files 
erased like he did for his own?" I said taking the paper. 

"Yes, that is the long and short of it. But what Daddy 
doesn't know is that with Hummingbird, we've been able to 
build our own files on him, the rest of Congress, and a few 
hundred other parties who think they're above the law. You 
should really read our file on Daddy when you're done 
accessing Augustine's system - it's illuminating." 

And sometimes there were things they needed to know - 
either because it affected their research in that some 



executive or other had resigned or died, or because it was so 
heinous they needed to check on loved ones and mourn with 
the world. I dreaded telling them about the latter events...! 
knew how much it hurt them to feel so powerless in the face 
of the vile anger that drove the terrorists and the inability to 
prevent innocent people from suffering. 

The Wick Burners and the Carnyx clan considered all the 
attacks to be terrorism - whether it was a defender of 
Confederate statues driving a car into a crowd or a follower 
of ISIS doing the same, whether it was a shooter in Las Vegas 
or a bomber at a Manchester concert...it was all depraved 
and terrifying and we were incensed by every attack...and 
not just because of the horror of the act itself, but also 
because of the reaction of society. The politicians who 
offered nothing but platitudes and called for prayers and 
civility while offering flaccid calls for gun laws they had no 
intention of following up on; the media who only used the 
word terrorism to describe violence perpetrated by Muslims; 
citizens who were blindly led about by their noses like cattle 
to the slaughter instead of asking why? Why were these 
atrocities occurring at all, much less so often...What leads 
people to want to murder innocent victims at concerts, in 
churches, on sidewalks? Why do people hate others with 
different skin colors, who practice different religions, or who 
are merely citizens of a country whose politicians have 
destroyed the world. The irony of politicians not delving into 
the why question was not lost on us...to find out why, they 
would have to look into the mirror and admit they are to 
blame...it is they who allow the corporations to break people, 
it is they who send soldiers to war over oil money and power, 
it is they who freely break the law while punishing others for 
crimes, and it is they who point the finger of blame creating 
scapegoats for their own laziness, incompetence, and 
fraudulence. The citizens of the world were being squeezed 
in the fists of power and some were rebelling in the only way 
they knew how...because it seemed the only option available 



to escape the unrelenting pressure and pain. It was an 
awful, despicable, cowardly way to rebel. 


The Wick Burners and Carnyx had another way. Our way 
didn't involve senseless murder or any type of terror in the 
traditional sense, but it would cause fear and 
uncertainty.../Ar?cy maybe just a little Justifiable homicide, I 
thought to myself watching the springtime sun glint off the 
obsidian in my bracelet as we sat on Max's patio. 


March 2017 
Max's House 
Berkeley, CA 

We sat on Max's patio in the cool evening. Candles 
glowed amongst the dishes of bread, pasta, and salad. The 
smells of savory garlic; tangy, long-simmering tomato sauce, 
and the comfort of fresh bread, mixed with smell of spring - 
sweet and filled with coming change. 

They were done. The "clouds", cables, server farms, ISPs, 
pathways, and redundancies were mapped and indexed on 
four-foot wide, hand drawn scrolls lining the walls of the 
Burrow. Binders were full of login credentials cross- 
referenced by individual, corporation, or agency name; 
industry specialty, location, political associations, alma 
mater, bank affiliations, hell, even the internet connected 
cars they drove. 

The Wick Burners had turned the tables on the credit 
bureaus, government agencies, and ultimately the people 
behind the inception and success of Augustine Survey..The 
Wick Burners now had in-depth, old school paper files on the 
hundreds of individuals who'd been collecting the same on 
the innocent, unsuspecting citizens of America, Canada, 
South America, and Europe. There wasn't a corporate 
executive, politician, government agent, journalist, or good 



old-fashioned criminal, that the Wick Burners couldn't target 
(assuming they conducted at least a fraction of their 
business online or with an organization that was online - I 
mean, no amount of internet scraping was going to find 
someone living totally off the grid). 

The Burners were celebrating, and gloating a bit. 

"Part of me wants to just shut the whole system down and 
watch them scramble," said Oliver through a grin. 

“That would be satisfying to watch," replied Lucille with a 
wink and lift of her glass to clink against Kurt's. 

“The difference between us and them is that we'd never 
do that because innocent people would get hurt," replied 
Kurt, “but yes, resetting the system back a hundred years 
might be the reboot people need." 

“Imagine all the confusion if people didn't have nonsense 
like television and social media and map apps. How long do 
you think it would take for them to function again?" asked 
Lucille. 

“Some may never adapt," said Oliver leaning back and 
crossing his arms in contemplation. “It's an interesting 
scenario to consider. Self-reliance is dead. We're crippled 
by dependency on food stores and government-run utilities. 
No one knows how to grow anything or fix anything 
anymore. Forget building anything. Children play with apps 
instead of blocks and paper, their parents hire workers from 
Mexico to build their tree houses, and most people don't 
even own a sewing kit. A national disaster of any sort would 
definitely sort the cream from the milk quickly. My guess is 
the central US - from Texas up to the Canadian border, 
would figure things out the quickest. Everyone else is just 
stewed." 

“We're going to come close to finding out what a total 
shutdown would look like," said Max. “It's going to get 
ugly." 

In a certain respect, the Wick Burners now controlled the 
world. Hummingbird gave them access to everything and 



the power to shut it all down. It was frightening how 
pathetically vulnerable our system had become because a 
bunch of people had decided software and silicon were the 
new false idols to be worshiped and over-hyped. 

My mind drifted and their voices faded into the 
background. Max and Lucille chatted about the anticipated 
return of real hummingbirds to Max's garden filled with 
soon-to-be-blooming firecracker plants, honeysuckle, 
fuchsia, bergamot, sage, roses, and apple trees; and in the 
distance, I heard Oliver respond to something Kurt said, 
'That guy thinks Abe Lincoln was a Trottel Republican? 
That's like saying a tomato is a stop sign just because it's 
red! He's just exploiting the idiotic American education 
system that teaches history as nothing but a series of dates 
because they conflate trivia with actual knowledge to 
support their moronic standardized testing narrative!" 

I stared into one of the candles and became lost in my 
own thoughts... 

So much has changed since I started Carnyx. What was 
going to be a simpie exposure of individuai maifeasance 
over time, a siow buiidup of support and rebeiiion, had now 
turned into this...a sudden and fierce punch to the face of 
the worid as we knew it. Wiii it heai? Wiii it come back 
stronger or wiii we crippie it? Wiii we finaiiy fix what's 
broken? Wiii peopie foiiow us or wiii they panic and shut 
down? How many peopie is enough? Not everyone wiii 
have the stomach for what's to come...some wiii foid eariy 
or never stand with us at aii because they are just that 
ignorant and can't think for themseives. Should I warn 
peopie? I should tell Tara. She and her May Day Strikers 
can prepare for themselves and others. Who else to tell? I 
was making a mental list of people I might try to warn, in 
some roundabout way, to prepare for a "natural disaster", 
when I suddenly felt water droplets on my face. 

I focused my gaze in the direction of the spray and 
discovered Oliver flicking water in my face, "Why so glum. 



chum?" he asked practically giddy with relief and 
satisfaction over a job well done. 

"Not glum," I said with a slightly sad smile. "Just 
wondering if there's a way to warn some peeps there might 
be some lean, strange times coming," I said continuing in 
the vein of their conversation. 

"Not to worry, my dear, we are as prepared as can be and 
we'll make sure the neighbors are too," he said with a wink I 
took to mean they had the same thought and would be 
making a plan. 

That night after we'd all cleaned up the kitchen, we 
escorted a bottle of 40-year-old scotch, provided by 
Friedman who'd joined our little party while we were doing 
dishes, down into the Burrow to finalize our plan. 

The second half of any rebellion must be a path forward. 
You can't expect to overthrow anything and retain power if 
you don't have something to slip into the vacuum - 
something will fill the void...and we had to be ready and 
make sure it would be something we wanted. 

We needed a date, a list of demands, and a survival plan. 

The date was simple enough...Max wrote July 4th with a 
flourish across the top of a white board in bright red dry 
erase marker. 

The rest of the night was spent arguing over demands. 

The survival plan would have to wait - or just be executed 
by the seat of our pants. 


June 2017 
Max's House 
Berkeley, CA 



The months flew by and the world continued to fester. 
More attacks from terrorists of all skin colors, religions and 
country of origin - most of them Americans killing other 
Americans in schools and at concerts. War continued to 
rage in oil rich countries with no thought to the lives lost 
and ruined by greed and unchecked power. The White 
House was a seething pit, a literal interpretation of Dante's 
Inferno convulsed in putrid chaos under its roof. Corporate 
corruption and fraud was given free rein. There were more 
lies and abuses from the halls of learning, more privacy 
violations - none more egregious than the credit bureau 
breach that exposed the private data of every American, 
Brit, and Canadian with a credit history and left them to deal 
with fraud and identity theft on their own. The lies, 
whitewashes, and abuses of power went universally 
unchecked while the president pocketed tax payer money to 
play golf on his own courses. 

In the beginning, people mocked Trottel for his weekly 
taxpayer-funded golf games, but by June, many of us wished 
he'd play more golf if it meant he wasn't insulting foreign 
leaders or issuing executive orders that created more anger 
and wasted more money. I suspected that many people 
secretly thought life would be better during his term if he'd 
just play golf the entire time he was in office. 

His mood swings, incoherent outbursts, and endless ego- 
stroking rallies were a national embarrassment and pulled at 
the last threads holding America together. And as if 
Congress's enabling and encouragement of Trottel's cringe- 
fest of a White House reality show wasn't enough, media 
speculation and prodding about Impeachment! gave the 
whole production periodic adrenaline boosts. It was a 
buzzword they'd dropped every couple of months since the 
first day of Trottel's administration to generate sales and 
clicks. It would last about a week and was as predictable as 
the sunrise - on a given slow-news Monday, every 
“journalist", opinion writer, talk show host, and social media 



“influencer” would be talking about Impeachment! The 
Reds and the Blues would clash, bruising each other with 
words and sometimes weapons; Trottel would post an asinine 
retort about how Presidents can't do anything illegal, and by 
Friday when it was obvious congress refused to engage 
because it might eat into their malfeasance time as they 
played political war games over health care, taxes, and civil 
rights to keep their lobbyist puppet masters happily 
shoveling money into their campaign funds, it all went 
away...until the next time. 

Our preparation sessions were often derailed by utter 
indignation at the state of world affairs...Wars, murder, theft, 
torture, lies, incompetence, indifference, laziness...It was all 
there before us every day. We bathed in it as we tried to sort 
out a plan. It hung on us like fetid towels used to clean up 
after a frat party. 

One night, I snapped. Again. Maybe it was my age as the 
youngest of the group - although at 46 I was hardly a babe - 
or maybe it was just the constant simmer at which I'd been 
holding for years, but the pressure built up and I released 
the valve blurting out, "How do people not see the river of 
shit they're paddling through?" I asked one evening in the 
Burrow surveying the evidence of human rights abuses and 
Constitutional violations around me. "Wasn't technology 
supposed to make our lives better, easier, less stressful? 
Wasn't it supposed to free up all our time so we could focus 
on world peace and saving the environment? Technology 
sucks! It steals time and puts people in debt. Endless hours 
updating devices every month, constantly on call for 
employers who expect you to respond 24/7 once they give 
you a cell phone. How many hours do people have to spend 
unraveling “mistakes" born of criminal incompetence made 
by banks, credit bureaus and their vile cousins - database 
marketers, insurance companies, etc.? How much money do 
people spend on computers, phones, tablets, watches, 
fitness trackers, and cars all because they're brainwashed by 
marketing companies to think they need them to be 



accepted by society? Does no one see how tech companies 
build all of it to break after three years, or force it into 
obsolescence by not supporting security updates and 
maintenance?! All of this for what? What do people get out 
of all this technology? Their lives hacked and identities 
stolen. Their bank accounts wiped clean or their tax dollars 
stolen when the IRS stupidly pays criminals IN GIFT CARDS 
for fraudulently submitted tax returns?! We pay wireless 
providers and internet providers who then violate our 
privacy and sell our data to make even more money off of 
us, of course after they throttle our usage even though we 
pay for “unlimited data" - whomever came up with that 
marketing scam of a term needs to be punched in the 
throat! Unlimited? Yeah, you're not limited in how much 
you can use - just how damn fast the connection will be 
after a certain point. You can use all the data you want - at 
fourteen thousand kilobits a second! I mean honestly!" I 
said pausing for a breath... "Or take money for an example - 
everyone is assumed to be criminals and must prove they're 
innocent of crimes by having a credit check run before they 
can buy things, open their own bank accounts, rent a house, 
or get a job. But acfiya/criminals live outside the world we 
idiots all inhabit - they've got bank accounts in foreign 
countries that protect them from prying eyes, they get loans 
through shell companies and default on them after using the 
money to buy real estate held in another LLC's name, or my 
personal favorite - they get paid in trade...pass a bill, get a 
free car; write an executive order, get a building permit and 
foreign government subsidies; open your headquarters in 
town and pay no taxes! And it's all policy. There is no law 
that says you have to have good credit to be a consumer! 
How they hell is it okay for a credit agency to collect 
information on everyone, without permission mind you, then 
share that information with anyone who asks for it, and then 
charge the person whose data it is, to lock it down so no one 
can use it fraudulently? Credit agencies make money off 
charging people to protect themselves from fraud only made 



possible by the existence of a credit file in the first place! If 
people had to provide ID, a fingerprint, and appear in person 
to open credit accounts, that kind of fraud would be 
obliterated, but it's never been about fraud prevention, it's 
been about collecting private information to sell it, and 
protecting banks and slumlords and politicians and 
corporate executives. Isn't it extreme hypocrisy to demand 
a credit check on someone before they can buy a car, lease 
a house, or open a bank account, meanwhile the car dealer 
can be selling you a car pulled from the muck of Hurricane 
Katrina and stuffed with coke, the owner of the house you 
want to lease can be 30 days from foreclosure, and the bank 
you're opening an account with can be insolvent, but none 
of them have to disclose that???" 

"Let's not forget that the folks on the inside," chimed in 
Lucille who loved being my partner in indignation. We fed 
off each other, getting louder and more sweary with every 
sentence. It was great therapy! "The bankers, the credit 
agency executives & employees and other corporate ass- 
weasels, the politicians, the car dealers, the real estate 
agents - they all get a free pass and work around the system 
or have their files "cleaned up" through back channels. I 
mean seriously, everywhere we all go," she said making a 
circle with her finger, connecting the people in the room 
with her, "we're all monitored and/or recorded almost 
everywhere we go, we're assumed guilty of crimes until we 
strip for TSA or expose our private information to prove 
we're just average, law abiding citizens - but the telecom 
executives, the politicians, the bank officers, the tech bros - 
they all write the rules as they go along, protecting 
themselves from examination, and when they don't like 
people asking questions about them, they call the New York 
Eagle and plant a sob story about how misunderstood and 
overworked they are!" 

"Yeah!!! What the hell??? Damn fuck-knuckles! And how 
do parents just turn a blind eye to school shootings? Why 
are they such sheeple that they don't all pull their kids from 



school until the skeezoids they refuse to fire from Congress 
do something to fix the problems that drive and enable 
people to commit mass murder OF CHILDREN fer fak's 
sake???" I responded feeling my blood boil for the third time 
that day and gearing up for a good old-fashioned trash talk. 

“Have you taken a good look at what Trottel has done in 
the first six months of his regime?" asked Lucille, her voice 
dripping with disgust. "I'm not sure which is most vile - his 
utter lack of scruples and raging bigotry, or the bloody Dems 
who normalize it by ignoring it. It's now normal to not 
disclose your tax returns, not divest yourself of businesses 
you own that provide opportunity for corporations and 
foreign governments to buy your favor. He's already sent 
multiple soldiers to their deaths and murdered hundreds of 
civilians in foreign "wars, not wars". Do you really think that 
that's going to end well? That we're ever going to get off 
the terrorist train if we keep killing our soldiers and innocent 
people? Trottel lambasted O'Barry for years of war, then 
comes in and does exactly the same damn thing to cheers 
from his supporters. How do you ever end the cycle of 
violence if you keep enabling murder by calling it "collateral 
damage"? We lose our crap when American citizens are 
"collateral damage", but we give zero rips about other 
people's children being killed. We demand respect but show 
none for other countries, we say we're better than everyone 
but our actions reflect the worst of humanity. It's impossible 
to demand other leaders work with you to negotiate law and 
order when you have proven you have no regard for either." 

"It's been building like this for decades. The screaming 
hypocrisy is impossible to measure. The Dems don't want to 
pass laws that will hold them to the highest ethical 
standards when they're in power, but act surprised when 
Republicans take advantage of lax regulation and 
accountability. Campaign finance reform?? Can't have that 
because freedom of speech! Forget that it's only the 1% 
who can afford to speak! Their voices are the only ones that 
matter anyway - because being rich equals being smart and 



being poor equals being too dumb to vote! It's totally fine 
to take money for private speeches from Wall Street bigwigs 
AND create policy to protect them over customers, but a guy 
gets busted for having a joint in his mom's car, it's totally 
fine to take her car as “civil asset forfeiture". It's totally fine 
to hire a ghostwriter and pretend like you spent months 
organizing, researching, and eloquently describing your 
average childhood and dancing around your complete 
ineptitude, but a student pays someone to write a term 
paper or take an entrance exam - well THAT'S CHEATING! 
They've empowered white supremacists and normalized 
fraud at the highest levels but demand everyone else mind 
their Ps and Qs. We've all got to stay in our lane, but they 
can drive anywhere they want, who cares who they kill - 
they're diplomat's wives and white men! And if anyone 
objects to the hypocrisy, they're labeled terrorists, put on 
watch lists, and maligned at every turn to completely 
discredit them. And the public just eats it up like chocolate 
pudding. The wool over their eyes has been there so long, 
they just accept it as normal. It's gotten so thick that they 
can only see through tiny pinholes. Myopathy is normal. 
Imagine if our ancestors had been this lazy and ignorant - if 
they'd have just bent over for every king or queen and 
begged for more rogering. America would have been a 
British colony until 1940, when it would have been split in 
two between Japan and Germany. What happened to 
America that we're willing to believe things just because a 
celebrity or politician says it? Anything coming out of the 
mouths of either of those populations should result in an 
immediate flag on the play and copious reviewing of the 
tape, but we eat it up. I seriously think if Trottel said he was 
bringing back slavery, half of this country would be like 
“YES!" And the other half would shrug and go watch reruns 
of Seinfeld." 

“You're not wrong. It's like as a society, as a race, we 
stopped evolving around 1970. The men and women who'd 
survived the Great Depression and World War II started 



retiring and just wanted to play golf, travel, and enjoy their 
lives for five minutes so they gave command of the ship over 
to the Boomers who turned it into a giant Studio-54-themed 
disco party. The Boomers sold off everything, including 
America's dignity, to fuel their debauchery and now that 
they're bankrupt and broken, they want the current 
generations to keep the lights on and pay for their liver 
transplants and penthouse prostitutes," spat Lucille 

Max just chuckled as she walked past us to the printer. 
"You two are going to burn yourselves out. We could go on 
and on all day about Wall Street manipulations, corporate 
crimes of legal, moral, and ethical scopes; exploitations and 
violations perpetrated by government agents, 
administrators, and politicians; the confidence game that is 
education in this country, and just general assholism...but 
remember, we're not going to be like all the journalists and 
self-styled intellectuals patting themselves on the back for 
telling all of us what we already know...We're going to 
actually nness some shit up\'' she said laying out a stack of 
papers on the table in front of us and making eye contact 
with both of us. 

"That sounds smelly," said Oliver catching the last 
sentence as he entered the room from the staircase followed 
by Kurt and Friedman. 

"The girls have gone down the River Despair again, I had 
to yank them back to shore!" she said in her own defense as 
she stapled thin packets of paper together. 

Kurt just chuckled as he took his seat. I got the 
impression he was on the fence about letting us get our feet 
back on land or pushing us straight in the water with a 
comment bound to get us riled up just so he could see the 
show, but we were saved by Max. 

"I've made all the changes we discussed. I think we're 
finally ready..." 

The room went silent as we each took a packet and 
started reading. 



Chapter XXIX 


July 2nd, 2017 
Max's House 
Berkeley, CA 

Phase I was activated. In keeping with the history of 
America's Independence from England, it happened that we 
quietly began to declare our Independence from home¬ 
grown tyranny on the 2"^ of July, two hundred and forty-one 
years later. We'd alerted everyone we knew to prepare. 
Food, water, medical supplies, sundry stocks germane to 
their families...Tara and her network were squared away. Jo, 
Myra, and Barb had their families in Washington and Texas 
good to go. Jesse, Lexie, and our Scotland contingent, 
including Donald and Emma, Clementine and Alasdair, and 
the Duffy twins were set. We'd each sent snail-mail notes to 
our small circles of friends and extended family - people 
close enough to trust our cryptic warning to buy lots of 
supplies and hunker down at home for the coming “holiday". 
Oliver and Daisy were tucked up in England visiting the 
estate of a fellow Wick Burner hosting a small summer party. 
Cassie had moved to France to stay with her parents for a 
while - she said to keep an eye on them, but I was pretty 
sure there was a big part of her that just plain ol' missed 
them. Kurt was nestled somewhere in Germany with his 
daughter and a group of continental European Wick Burners. 
Lucille was running with the North African group based in 
Tunisia. And they were all in contact with other Wick 
Burners in Canada, Australia, Asia, and South & Central 
America. In all, we'd been able to warn upwards of 10,000 
people and we knew we'd be able to depend on all of them 
to have our backs, and us theirs, in the coming days, weeks, 
and possibly months. 



I'd worried the other members of our particular 
community would be put off by the July 4th date since it was 
so USA-centric, but everyone understood the symbolism and 
embraced the fact that a Revolution in the US would filter 
down to their countries...one domino had to be the first to 
fall, and to provide the most impact, we agreed it should be 
the biggest one in terms of financial pain. 

Alerts trickled in through Oliver's Jinn server to the Wick 
Burner's devices throughout the day...each location giving a 
ready to roll notification. By 8 p.m. everyone had cleared 
their group for readiness and gone silent. 

Max, Friedman, and I were the only ones left to hold down 
the fort in Berkeley and I'd be leaving the next day. 

It was the middle of a four-day weekend for much of the 
United States...A fact we took into account so most families 
would be together when the poop hit the oscillator, not 
stuck at work and scrambling to pick up kids from schools, 
etc. The enormity of what was coming hit me like a paddle 
to the gut. Max and Friedman were busy with last minute 
preparations so I left them to it and took a walk towards a 
small stream that flowed at the bottom of the hill upon 
which Max lived. 

I sensed I was being watched and reached for the 
Thought Stone to scan the area around me, but stopped, 
with my right hand half way across my waist, as I caught a 
glimpse of fiery red hair and the scent of violets...Aza. 

I kept walking until I reached my favorite stone under a 
tree along the bank of the stream. The stone and tree trunk 
made a perfect throne, and as I sat it in I found myself 
wondering, as I did every time I sat in it, if I was usurping it 
from some woodland fairy lord or lady. As I leaned against 
the slightly vertically, concave tree trunk, I reasoned that if I 
was offending some creature by sitting here, surely, they'd 
have let me know by now as I'd been coming to this spot for 



months to clear my head and remember why I was doing all 
this. 

I took inventory of all The Orb pieces on my person...The 
bracelet of delicate mesh containing the Hexensteine on my 
left wrist, the Trinity Ring on my right ring finger, the 
necklace consisting of the Scrying Silver, iron Spirit Stone 
and copper Cruth-atharraich, and the newest addition - a 
silver cuff on my right wrist containing the Burning of Troy 
Fire Opal covered by a thin veneer of jade attached to the 
cuff with an invisible hinge and clasp. 



Alasdair had sent it, along with a special gift from Jesse as 
an early birthday present. I ran my finger over the gift from 
Jesse on my left middle finger - a white gold poison ring, the 
lid of which was inlayed with a dragonfly of Scottish agate. 
We'd spent years scouring antique stores looking for one, 
but never found one that spoke to me, so he'd taken it upon 
himself to ask Alasdair to custom make one for me. 
Something about a secret compartment in a piece of 
everyday jewelry had always appealed to me...and now it 
was everything...home, family, secrets, dragonflies...C/ear 
plates of sapphire mail...the words came to me from some 
tiny crevasse in my brain. 

I realized Aza was just behind me, leaning against the 
tree...I don't know how, I never actually saw her, I just felt 
her, maybe it was The Orb pieces, I wondered to myself... 


"It is the D. N. A. as you call it, it is The Orb, it is the 
time...you are evolving, opening parts of your mind because 
of exposure to The Orb. It is why I have come. I know what 
you will do tomorrow and in the days to come. You know I 
will not interfere, but I will witness. Should you not survive, I 
will protect The Orb, and I must know, what do you want to 
become of the pieces if you return to the water?" 

Return to the water...such a pleasant way of saying "die", 

I thought looking down at the Hexensteine bracelet and 
twirling it around my wrist. “Honestly, I don't know. Do 
humans feel when they will die? I don't feel like that is a 
risk I'm taking with this, I mean I know there's the risk of 
getting caught, going to jail, being tortured even, but 
death? I'm not feeling it." 

"You may not feel it. La mort is everywhere. It can 
approach slowly and give you warning, or it can drop 
suddenly from the sky. I cannot see how this will end; there 
are mucho variables, too many variables. But what of The 
Orb pieces?" she pressed. 

"Well, I guess we have two options. Pass them on to Lexie 
or Clementine since they can both use the pieces and 
they're young enough to secure a future path for them, or 
you take them. If I'm dead I'm really not going to care. You 
decide." 

"I will not! The pieces found you. The centuries that 
passed, the families that were created by chance. I believe 
The Orb chose you, chose this time, chose this battle." 

"Hell, I don't know Aza...At this point, if it all starts going 
pear-shaped you may have to stop me from using the Fire 
Stone. I might just burn the whole damn thing to the 
ground!" 

"That is an option. One I am prepared for. I will not stop 
you." 

"Why the heck not?" I asked appalled. "You didn't use the 
obliteration option, why the frell would you let me do it??" 

"The Orb chose you. You must decide as I had to decide. 

I may have chosen wrong. Perhaps I should have burned it 



all as you said, but I did not and now we are here. My 
judgment is not to be trusted. Or perhaps this was as it was 
always meant to be, or perhaps there is no plan, only 
opportunity. I do not know. What do you wish me to do with 
The Orb pieces?" 

"You are relentless, aren't you? Fine, give them to Lexie 
and she can decide to keep them or give them to you to 
disperse around the galaxy for another generation to 
discover." 

"As you wish." 

"Are we nuts?" I asked her after we'd sat in silence for 
many minutes. 

"I do not understand all of your sayings. No, you are not 
a tree seed, but I do not think that is what you mean." 

"I mean are we lunatic to attempt this," I clarified with a 
chuckle. 

"I cannot answer that. I do not believe it has to do with la 
luna or mental competence. You must understand that all 
the enormous changes visited upon this world by humans 
have been the result of small groups of people developing 
an idea and trying to make it come to life. One could say 
every progress, every retreat, every movement begins as 
lunacy, because humans do not embrace change. Only 
certain of your species dare to think beyond what they can 
see ahead, or to the side, of the path. Some are driven by 
the urge for power, some to explore, and some to protect, 
but change is always ushered in by those unafraid to open 
the door. You, your cousins, your friends...you have 
transformation in your...your souls would be the best word 
even though that is nothing but an imaginary construct 
devised by simple minded men who chose to use the idea of 
gods to rule people. You must be who you are. If your 
brethren label you lunatic then that is how they must see 
you to evaluate their own existence." 

Seizing onto her mention of the word souls, I changed 
tack on her and asked, “Remember when you told me of 



fairies? When I was on the train? You said that spirits, 
energies, are reused in new life; will there come a time when 
I won't be able to talk to Grandpa Ed or Payne? Will their 
energy be reborn in something else and I won't be able to 
reach them anymore?" 

"Yes. When they leave the water, the Spirit Stone will not 
be able to reflect their energy as you know it, any longer. 
Now they are whole, as they were when they lived in their 
bodies, but time will divide their energy someday and parts 
of them will be reborn and you will not know them, but if you 
come across something that is made of part of their energy, 
you will feel a familiarity," the last word faded into the wind 
as I realized she was gone. 


July 3-^^ 2017 
Berkeley, CA 

I packed Luka as she sat parked in Max's driveway, a 
mixture of anxiety and excitement bubbling in my veins. 
Everyone had a job to do and mine was going to be the most 
diverse and traveled. 

The Wick Burner and Carnyx network spread across North 
America, Europe, and North Africa. Trusted friends and 
family, who worked positions too often overlooked by the 
snobbish wealthy, were nestled into their neighborhoods, 
ready to respond to the Klaxons clanging throughout the 
world, but they all needed someone on the outside drawing 
attention away from them to keep them safe and allow them 
to do their work. 

I was that someone. 

Luka and I had been tasked with firing the first salvos and 
leading the inevitable hunters on a time and resource 
consuming wild fox chase to distract from the real work 
being done by Max and the Wick Burners, and we were 
ready...almost. 



Max came up behind me and handed me one last 
suitcase packed with cash of various denominations and 
clothes easily turned into costumes I could use to blend into, 
or in my case hide in, my environment. Harry Potter's 
invisibility cloak ain't got nothing on being an average 
looking fifty-year-old woman, I thought to myself recalling 
the stained worker's coveralls, aprons of various colors, paint 
splattered smock, black sneakers, and assorted hats and 
caps contained within. 

“This should give you plenty of different options," she 
said. 

“We got this," I said trying to seem confident. 

“If we don't, you've got this," she said holding up my left 
wrist and rubbing her finger over the Fire Opal encased in 
her jade shell. 

“Let's really hope it doesn't come to that," I said with a 
shake of my head. 

“It's always good to have options," she said with a wink 
and gave me a hug. 

As the sun started to warm the east-facing hill across from 
Max's house, Luka and I set off into the mist. It would take 
me the better part of the day to reach my destination, but I 
didn't mind. I was in my element - behind the wheel of a car 
I knew as well as my own curves, blending into the traffic, 
hidden in plain sight. I cranked up Prince's Uptown as I hit 
the 5 South and disappeared. 

I followed Max's directions to my destination, stopping 
occasionally for gas, bathrooms, and leg stretches. It was 
pretty straightforward and it wasn't like it was my first time 
there - just my first time getting there from the Bay Area. As 
I drove the final leg, I marveled at the oddity of being 
disconnected from everything. My personal cell phone was 
at Max's, turned on in her guest room as if I was still there or 
had forgotten it. My other phones - the old Blackberry and 
the iPhone I'd received from Oliver in San Francisco over a 



year ago - were powered down and locked in signal blocking 
metal sheaths stowed in Luka's upholstery. I wouldn't be 
able to talk to anyone in the coming days or maybe even 
weeks...it was strange but somehow familiar. I felt like my 
old self, the girl I'd been in the '80s and early '90s who 
drove a car no one could track, who didn't even know what a 
cell phone was. I had a handful of numbers memorized and 
could call in an emergency from random payphones or 
businesses who would take pity on an old broad whose cell 
phone had died and was having "car trouble", plus I'd be 
seeing a few old friends along the way if everything went to 
plan, so it wasn't like I was trapped alone on Mars with dead 
batteries, but it certainly was eerie in an exhilarating kind of 
way. 

The group, everyone who had been using Jinn that is, had 
agreed that once we went public, they would all go, for the 
most part, radio silent too. Traditional communications like 
phone calls, emails, and texts would be far too risky because 
they are so public, but even our private Jinn network would 
be risky because its use would stand out in the silence that 
was coming. They'd be able to use it in small spurts if they 
were able to hide it in the noise of everyday internet usage 
by average citizens, but average citizens were about to find 
out the joy of what living in the '80s was like! 

I arrived at a ranch style house on the outskirts of town, 
pulled into the driveway and made note of the pink 
snapdragons sitting in the huge bay window overlooking the 
front yard. Left by the home's caretakers, it was a sign that 
all was well and going to plan. I grabbed my messenger bag 
from behind the driver's seat, walked up to the front door, 
and let myself in using the key Max had given me. 

The house was silent save for the sound of air blowing 
from the duct work in the ceiling as the compressor 
struggled to maintain a comfortable 75 degrees in the 
desert heat of Lake Havasu, Arizona in July. 



The house belonged to Friedman. It was an old 
investment he'd made decades earlier that he allowed 
friends and family to borrow and which was maintained by 
an elderly couple who lived nearby. Max had intimated that 
Friedman knew the couple from when he was in high school, 

I got the impression one of them was a teacher of his whom 
Friedman was trying to help out by generously paying them 
to act as caretakers on his home he conveniently purchased 
near them shortly after they'd retired and moved there in 
the '90s. Whatever the whole story was, the house was now 
my home for the next few hours so I set about unpacking 
Luka, showering, and making some supper from the fresh 
supplies kindly left for me in the kitchen. 

Friedman's magical house elves had stocked the 
cupboard with my favorite two teas - a jasmine green and a 
spicy chai...the old ox had noticed more of me than I 
thought...Or maybe it was just Max whispering in his ear. 
Either way, I started a big pot of tea in the coffee maker and 
mentally went over Max's instructions again while I made 
some pasta and a salad. 

It all sounded simple enough, but I was a jumble of 
nerves. Max and the Wick Burners were about to pull the 
trigger on something that would bring North America and 
much of Europe to a standstill, and while I wasn't alone in 
orchestrating it, I sure as shit felt alone right now because I 
was the one who started this, the one who used the Jacobite 
gold to start Carnyx, the one who found The Orb pieces, or 
was found by them, I was never quite sure how that worked, 
and decided to use them like this. 

"Screw it, Laura!" I said to myself stirring the sauce into 
the pasta a little too aggressively and splashing it on the 
stove. You've got to suck it up, it's the oniy chance to make 
things different! The moronic media gives voices to 
imbeciies and the dumbest of our humanity iaps it up, 
echoing the iies and insipidness untii it becomes the truth of 



the land. If you want people to hear you, you're going to 
have to shout over the din of the enablers and the Ignorant! 

I sat at the kitchen breakfast bar with my meal and 
turned on the TV mounted under one of the cabinets to tune 
out my own voice in my head. 

The 6 o'clock news came on running video of Trottel 
explaining why the US should follow China and do away with 
Presidential term limits. 

“Oh yeah, it's time to do this!" I said trying not to throw 
my salad at the television. 

I washed up my dishes, filled my sippy cup with the last 
of the tea, and went to get dressed. 

From the battered blue carry-on sized suitcase Max had 
handed me over twelve hours before, I pulled a pair of 
coveralls, a baseball cap with short blonde hair stitched into 
the band, and a clip-on ID card and laid them on the bed. 
From my own suit case, I pulled a pair of navy Capri pants, a 
grey tank top, and a grey t-shirt and laid them on the bed 
too. 

After a quick shower, / have no Idea when I'll get another 
one, I reasoned, I dressed first in regular street clothes then 
in the coveralls. I pinned my hair into a bun and slid the 
wiggy baseball cap over it. No makeup and a pair of thick 
rimmed glasses later I was a close to invisible as a human 
can get... The Joys of being a middle-aged woman! I thought 
disgustedly to myself, while at the same time oddly 
comforted by the fact no one would even be looking at me, 
much less remembering me. 

I peeked outside through the peephole to confirm there 
was no one around out walking dogs or driving by - better 
safe than sorry? Seeing nothing, I locked up the front door 
and loaded my two suitcases and messenger bag into Luka. 
Nice to be out here on the edge of town, I thought to myself 
as I climbed into the oven-hot cabin of my little black car. 



started her up, and drove off into the surrounding 
neighborhood. 

By the time I'd reached the heart of Havasu I looked like 
any other commuter heading into town for a work shift or a 
bit of fun. 

I pulled into a parking lot by the London Bridge and 
walked the two blocks to my destination. As I approached 
the rear door, I pulled on a pair of disposable gloves and 
walked through the door into a kitchen bustling with line 
cooks, prep cooks, servers, bussers, and runners. I walked 
unnoticed past all of them heading towards the janitor's 
closet. A Wick Burner had worked in this restaurant years 
before and gave me sketch of a detailed floor plan which I'd 
memorized. She'd suggested the location because she 
knew it would be crazy busy this time of night on a long 
weekend before July 4^^ - and because she knew the owners 
didn't have security cameras in the kitchen or back office. 

I pulled a rolling mop bucket from the closet, and rolled it 
down the hall towards the tiny office. 

I'd spent enough time waiting tables in restaurants to 
know what to expect on the other side of the office door - 
desks lining the walls, covered in piles of invoices held down 
by ashtrays brimming with cigarette butts and gum 
wrappers, shelves nearly to the ceiling containing binders, 
books, rolls of credit card machine tape, old check books, 
antique credit card 'shoes', and boxes of left over 
promotional items. 

I used the cruth-atharraich to open the office door, 
listening for the sounds of footsteps coming towards me. 
Not much cause for concern there, this place is slammed! I 
thought as I slipped inside, leaving my mop bucket in the 
hall. 

Not wanting to turn the light on and leave a sign to 
anyone who chanced to come along that I was inside, I used 
a tiny penlight to make sure I didn't trip over anything and 
locate the computer. 



There were two - an ancient tower probably running 
Windows and a much newer laptop I guessed was running 
some version of an OS named for National Parks or their 
monuments. I opted for the laptop because I saw an 
Ethernet cable running straight into \t...Instant online - lOL, 
I thought to myself and chuckled as two memories collided 
in my head - waiting for dial up modems and the scratchy 
bee-dooo-beep sounds they made, and the scene from 
Arthur 2 where Arthur and Linda are looking at an apartment 
advertised as having “lOL' and Arthur laughing when he 
finds out it stands for Instant-On Lighting... 

I tapped the space bar and the screen came to life with 
images of spreadsheets. No need for passwords? I wondered 
to myself while clicking the web browser icon. 

My instructions from Max were rather simple... 

Launch web browser - Check! 

Run a program on a USB drive she'd given me... 

I unzipped my coveralls, reached inside a breast pocket 
sewn inside, and extracted a USB drive that looked like a 
Wonder Woman figurine - Max's idea of a joke and 
subterfuge (Just a kid's toy. Officer!) all in one - and plugged 
it into the USB port. 

I double clicked the USB's icon on the desktop. A window 
came up asking for the password which I entered, and was 
rewarded with an icon for a file stored on the drive. 

I paused, finger poised over the mouse button controlling 
the arrow cursor flashing over the icon. “Holy shit," I said 
under my breath as I double clicked the button, opening the 
file and launching it. I wondered for a moment if history 
would record this as the “Click heard 'round the world!'', and 
laughed at my own arrogance. No one would ever know. 
They'd never guess the details of how it all started. And 
frankly, that was fine with me as long as something started! 

I waited for the signal the program had completed its 
work - a checkmark superimposed over the open window - 
ejected Wonder Woman and put her back in her pocket, and 
cleared the history and cache of the computer. I wasn't all 



that clear on exactly what was magically going on in 
computerland after what I'd just done, but from what I 
understood the file I'd just opened contained software that 
connected this computer to servers controlled by Augustine 
and commanded them to send individual dossiers to the cell 
phone and email of each individual whose data was 
contained therein, along with a little message indicating 
that the file had been complied by Melvin Merchant's 
Augustine Survey with the support of President Richard 
(Dick) Trottel. I knew eventually what I'd just done would be 
tracked back to this computer and that f/?ey would probably 
be able to see the ghosts of my interaction with it, but that 
was the point...Give them something spectral to chase! 

The computer was set to sleep after 5 minutes - I 
changed it to one minute not really giving a rip that 
someone might notice the change in Settings someday, and 
waited for the screen to go black before opening the office 
door a crack. I listened for sounds of people nearby; hearing 
none I exited, relocked the door, dragged my empty mop 
bucket back to the janitor's closet, and left the way I'd come 
in. 


I walked back to Luka, half expecting someone to come 
after me. But no one did. 

I climbed into Luka, which I'd parked in the lesser 
congested far corner of the parking. I peeled off my gloves 
and shoved them in the pocket of my coveralls to be thrown 
away later, and drove away, my head swimming. 

What the fuck did you just do??? 

You told people what they needed to know! 

Yeah, but who are you to decide what they need to know? 
People LIKE living in ignorance with their heads in the sand. 

Do they? Do they really like that, or are they Just afraid 
and alone and suffering in silence? 

Well, we're gonna find out! 

Unable to tolerate the argument in my own head, I did 
what I always do when I need to tune out - drove fast and 



played my music too loud. Once I was comfortably in 5 *^ 
gear and beyond the city limits, I pulled off my hat wig, 
slipped out of my pull-on sneakers, wiggled my way out of 
my coveralls, rolled the whole kit and caboodle in a ball and 
shoved it into the map pocket behind my passenger seat. 
Sliding my shoes back on and feeling the A/C on my naked 
calves, I cranked up Billy Idol's Flesh For Fantasy and tore 
North, up the 95, as fast as I could without drawing too 
much attention to myself and getting a ticket. 

At a truck stop at the intersection of SR95 and 1-40 I 
scanned for the green glow of Poyson IV in the twilight. As I 
maneuvered up and down a couple aisles of parked semis 
looking for George, I noticed dozens of people, heads bent, 
hovered over the glow of their cell phones. It was eerie...like 
everyone had frozen in time while looking at their phones. 
People inside the diner, people inside the gas station, people 
in their cars, in the parking lot, in the truck lot, in the cabs 
of their trucks...And then it hit me...They all got their files. 

I found George idling in the sparsely populated last row 
and pulled around to the rear of the trailer to be met with a 
pair of ramps and George standing at the top of them 
motioning me in with a small flashlight. Creeped out by the 
scene I'd just witnessed, she didn't have to do much to 
convince me to mount up. 

I drove Luka up the ramps and helped George secure her 
tires to the floor of the trailer. We worked in silence. I could 
feel George sneaking glances at me, but holding her tongue. 

We met at the front of the car after securing the front 
tires. 

“We should go," she said quietly. 

I followed her out the back of the truck, loaded one ramp, 
while she loaded the other, and climbed into the cab. 

Chili seemed to sense something was amiss and sat 
quietly on his bed as George fired up the truck and without 
speaking, pulled slowly onto the 40. 



“What the ever-loving fuck, Laura?" George suddenly 
exclaimed as if she'd been holding her breath for the last 
fifteen minutes. 

I oscillated between feigning ignorance and just jumping 
right in, "Like that, did you?" 

"Let's see," she said, shifting into 10 *^ g 03 r and settling 
into a comfortable 65mph in the number 2 lane. "I get a text 
message on my phone that reads "Courtesy of Augustine 
Survey and its owner, Melvin Merchant" with attached 
images. The images are of every. Single! PERSONAL! 
DETAIL!!! of my life!!!! What's not to love?" she continued, 
gripping the steering wheel with white knuckles of fury 
while glaring miles up the road. 

"I didn't realize it would happen so fast. I never thought 
to ask how long it would take for the files to be sent, but in 
this age of lOL, I guess it shouldn't surprise me." 

"What the hell is lOL?" 

"Oh sorry, inside joke, inside my own head anyway - 
Instant online." 

"Whatever! What the hell is going on, Laura?" 

"Just out of curiosity, how did you know this had anything 
to do with me." 

She turned her glare on me, "Because I'm not fucking 
stupid?" she spat. 

"Okay, okay. Uncle," I said stifling a chuckle. "The short 
version is, well, not to sound overly dramatic, but this is the 
opening shot of the Second American Revolution," I said 
with a shrug. "This time the battles won't be fought on open 
fields with swords, guns, and cannons; they'll be fought in 
homes, in neighborhoods, and on the internet with words, 
grit, and control of money. The American people, hell, the 
people of the world, have had their heads up the asses for so 
many years they've completely lost sight of everything 
they've lost. They bicker over political parties, abortion 
rights, legalizing drugs, and who fucking wore it better, but 
they stand silent on the rotting of education systems, their 
enslavement to corporations for jobs & healthcare, and the 



corruption of virtually all politicians...It's asinine. What 
we've done is given everyone a single topic to unite around. 
We've exposed one facet of corporate malfeasance that 
should so infuriate everyone, they welcome a new 
revolution. There's more to come - like I said, this is the first 
shot." 

"More to come?! Oh fer fuck's sake, Laura. I don't want 
another surprise! You've got to tell me what to expect." 

"It's not as bad as this. It's nothing to do with you, it's 
not about l/l/e the People next time. What you'll find out is 
that while companies and agencies have been building files 
on you all this time, the insiders, the perpetrators, have 
been conveniently deleting and obfuscating their own 
activities. The next salvo will be files on what we've 
discovered about f/7e/r behaviors." 

"And then what?" 

"Well, if it goes to plan, I'm going to be doing a lot of 
traveling and things are going to get interesting." 

We drove in silence for a bit as George digested the shock 
of seeing her whole life history flash before her eyes on her 
cell phone and the unknowns of the immediate future. We'd 
both seen the reaction in the parking lot of the truck stop 
and it had unnerved both of us not knowing what had 
happened next. Unnerved us so much, we preferred the 
embrace of dark ignorance. 

"So, you want me to turn on the radio?" George asked 
tentatively. 

"I almost don't want to hear the chaos, but yeah, let's see 
what's going on." 

"I'll start with the CB, the AM/FM might be too much to 
take in." 

"Works for me..." 

She reached up and toggled the switch on causing the 
radio above her head to glow green with life. We heard 
nothing but static as she flipped through multiple channels. 



“It's like in the movies when a bomb has gone off, or a 
meteor has hit, and taken down the whole system..." 

"Yeah, that old saying about sticks and stones and words 
always rang false to me...words can hurt just as much, looks 
like the first strike hit a nerve." 

"Should I see who's out there?" 

"Sure, why not? We've got nothing to hide, do we?" I 
asked with a grin. 

Giving me the side eye, George reached for her mic. 
"Breaker one nine. Breaker one nine. Poyson IV looking for 
Whichblade or Qi-Tara - got your ears on kids?" 

Silence. 

"Whichblade? You out there?" 

The radio crackled. "Hey IV, it's 'Blade, um look, things 
are a bit weird right now. Have to figure something out. 
Over." 

"Does it involve a text? Over." 

"YOU GOT ONE TOO?" 

"We all did. Everyone at my last stop anyway...Over." 

"Well smack my ass and call me Fanny! Over!" 

"Where are you, some deserted island? How did you not 
see anyone and know you weren't alone with this text thing? 
Over." 

"Deserted island about covers it. I'm out in Death Valley. 
Text came in and this flipping infotainment system opens it 
on my dashboard. I see an image with my social, DOB, 
address, banking info, on and on, and almost vomited. I 
pulled over on the shoulder so fast there's still a mile of dust 
trying to settle behind me. I thought I'd been hacked and 
was being blackmailed or ransomed or something...but 
you're saying it's happened to everyone? What has 
happened to everyone? What the hell is Augustine Survey? 
Who the fuck is Melvin Merchant?" 

"Can't say for sure, still trying to figure it out myself," lied 
George knowing that explaining over publicly available 
radio would expose the fact she was on the inside. "I'm 
trying to figure out how far this goes. Was it just a hiccup in 



this one company's system or something bigger? And what 
the bloody heck are they doing with all this information 
anyway? My file had info on who my doctors are, what meds 
I take, what I've ordered from online shops...but the 
creepiest bit was the analysis of my pressure points on the 
last page! They've got Chili listed as one of my weaknesses. 
This is some sick shit!" 

"Oh Christ! I didn't get that far, but scrolling through the 
images I see exactly what you mean - they've got a pressure 
point analysis on me too!!! It's like they pulled data from my 
emails and created a list of my contacts and what we talk 
about. I think I'm gonna toss my cookies! They've got 
photos of Leila! What's weird is some of it almost has a 
political bent - the way it's worded it's like they used this to 
manipulate me by using my activities to push propaganda. 
They've determined I'm pro-choice but anti-death penalty, 
which is half wrong by the way. They've got me as a Purple 
Democrat, they've labeled me as "Flippable" because of my 
blue-collar occupation. What the hell? I can't decide what 
I'm more pissed about - the raping of my personal, private 
life; how wrong they got it all because some idiot tried to 
profile me with software written by bigots, or the fact they 
tried to use it all to steal my vote with buzzwords like I'm 
some sort of moron who can't make decisions on her own. 
Shit, maybe I can't! They legit have me doubting myself 
right now! And who else has all this information on me? I 
mean, they didn't collect this for fun - they did it to make 
money! They must be selling these files! I bet they have 
files like this on everyone in the US and probably anyone in 
a digital country. Why does anyone get to see my private 
info but me???" 

"Look, 'Blade," said George interrupting 'Blade's mini¬ 
meltdown, "Let's meet at that place we met that time we 
both had sunburns. We'll figure out what the hell is going 
on and get through this together. Over." 

"Will do. I'm tricking LIVID, but I think my blood pressure 
has gone back to normal. Gonna have one doozy of an 



adrenaline hangover later, sheesh! You heard from Qi? 
Over.” 

"Nope, but I'll keep trying. I'm heading out of Havasu, 
one stop to make but it's along the way. Do the travel math 
and keep an eye out for me. Over.” 

”10-4. 'Blade Over and Out.” 

George switched channels on the CB and the explosion of 
voices was too much to absorb. Everyone had come out of 
the shock of what had just happened and were setting fire to 
the radio waves discussing it. George switched the CB off 
and turned on AM radio then flipped to FM stations...it was 
all the same, everyone was dissecting the text and email 
messages and files they'd received on their devices. The 
panic was palpable. People were horrified that this data had 
been collected on them, that they'd been analyzed and 
tracked, but mostly they wanted to know who the hell was 
behind Augustine Survey. I could just imagine the switch 
boards exploding at radio & tv stations, newspapers, and the 
offices of law enforcement and politicians. 

"I hope you know what you're doing, Laura,” was all 
George said as she shut down the radio and fed her green 
monster a bit more diesel. 

We drove in silence for what must have been an hour, 
both lost in our own thoughts. 

"Look, I know you're pissed at me, but riddle me this, 
would you rather have continued to live in ignorance about 
what Augustine has been doing? About the risk collecting 
and hording and selling all your personal data poses to you 
and everyone you know and love? About the complete 
disregard for your Constitutional rights perpetrated by our 
own governments and corporations? Isn't it time we all 
woke up and took back our country, demanded our tax 
dollars be spent on the people instead of funneled to 
executives, politicians, and other countries?” 

"I'm not pissed at you, Laura,” George said quietly. "I'm 
furious at what we've become. I've always thought of us as 
a country of gritty, hardworking badasses who could do 



anything, but we've evolved into nothing but a bunch of 
soft-in-the-head mouthbreathers. I mean, honestly, I was 
doing the math...If I gave up everything electronic. I'd only 
know a couple phone numbers by heart, and even then, I 
wouldn't be able to find a payphone to use them. I could 
give up email in a heartbeat and actually, I think I will 
because, fuck them! But everything is electronic now - 
payroll, taxes, orders, job applications...! can't control any of 
that! No one knows how anything really works anymore, we 
just rely on gizmos and gadgets, completely trusting them 
for some reason. Damn marketers and their 
psychomanipulation. I just want off this ride. I want my life 
back. I want to stop being afraid of losing my job and my 
health insurance. I want to stop being stressed about 
shootings and hacks and getting sick and being able to pay 
my bills all the time. I pay tens of thousands in taxes a year 
for nothing. Everything is still shoved back on me - it's my 
job to protect myself at all times, even though I have no 
control over the variables coming at me. I'm suddenly just 
so tired..." 

I sighed, "Yeah...Look, I should warn you. Two things - 
nothing is secure. We used to all keep our devices updated 
with the latest operating systems to stave off spies and 
criminals, but we never took into account that we're only as 
strong as our weakest link. yt>ryrdevice might be Fort Knox, 
but the second your seventy-five-year-old mother puts your 
social security number, date of birth, address, and phone 
number in her contacts list and uploads all that info plus the 
photos of you onto her social media pages and "cloud" 
storage, you're exposed. Millions of Boomers are wandering 
around using tech and they have no idea how it all works, 
plus they have all gone soft in the head. Keyless entry in 
their cars means they forget their keys in their cars and 
anyone can break in to steal things or plant things on the 
devices they also forget in their cars. They walk around with 
Bluetooth enabled all the time, they use public Wi-Fi in 
coffee shops, airports, and hotels. They leave a trail of 



digital butterscotch candies everywhere they go - candies 
that include all their emails, texts, & address book apps 
which they've decided to use as a catchall for passwords, 
access codes, and all kinds of things a crook would love to 
get his or her hands on." 

"You're shitting me," she interrupted. 

"I shit you not. The Boomers are the worst offenders, but 
they aren't alone in being completely ignorant of how all 
this technology works and how vulnerable it all is to data 
theft, tracking, and eavesdropping. Device makers don't 
care to make good software or teach people to use it, and 
hackers gonna hack - it's just in their nature. Some do it for 
fun, some for profit, but they do it because it's there and 
because software companies make it so damn easy. When is 
the last time you saw a manual come with a cell phone or 
computer? It's all just plug and play and everyone assumes 
it's safe. It's like giving me the keys to your truck and 
saying, "Hey, if you can turn it on, you can drive it!" Totally 
asinine to consider, right?" 

"When you put it like that..." she said, digesting my 
words. 

"And if that isn't bad enough," I continued. "All your 
information is hoarded by other people who you have no 
control over. Send a text or email - it's on someone else's 
system. If you spit in a tube or do a cheek swab for family 
tree research, those genealogy companies sell your DNA 
information - that you paid to have processed - to 
researchers, pharmaceutical companies, and foreign 
governments while simultaneously exposing your mom's 
maiden name and your city and state of birth in their 
enormous searchable databases. Your bank uses your phone 
number as authentication, but the home-improvement store 
you special ordered furnace filters from just sold it to anyone 
willing to pay to be a "third-party partner". Bottom line, 
trust nothing connected to the internet. Second, this is all 
going to come in waves with lulls in between. This feels like 
a tsunami right now, but it will pass, people will get 



complacent and distracted again. September 
happened, everyone was all brotherly love for five minutes 
then went right back to being dicks - and some might argue, 
actually became uber dicks. Don't let your guard down. 
Gather your peeps, support each other, do what you feel you 
need to do...," I said letting the last words hang in the air. 

"Meaning?" 

"Meaning you're going to have to make some decisions 
soon. Newton's Third Law of Motion - every action has an 
equal and opposite reaction...What I've done, what we've 
done, and what I still need to do, is going to cause a 
reaction, but it's up to We the People to decide the course of 
that reaction. The way I figure it - we'll either lose 
everything because everyone will just accept their fate as 
doormats or we'll take it all back, but we won't be in this 
hellish Limbo any more just trying to eke out an existence 
we fool ourselves into believing is filled with opportunity, 
freedom, and happiness. I mean, come on, you think record 
booze sales, soaring drug addiction, and violent attacks 
every other day are the result of a happy, well-adjusted 
society? We're all like you, George. We're all angry, scared, 
and fed up...but we've been programmed to not resist any 
more. Our ancestors would be disgusted with us." 

"Word!" she replied turning the stereo back on and 
pressing the CD play button. 

Expecting a little glam-rock, I almost choked on the sip of 
water I'd just taken when I heard the intro to Demi Lovato's 
Sorry, Not Sorry...\Ne flew west on the 40, windows rolled 
down, singing the lyrics into the night at the top of our 
voices over and over and over. 

Around 11 p.m. local time we rolled through Temecula 
and pulled off the 15 at Gopher Canyon. I'd been on the go 
since 6 a.m. I'd started in Berkeley, unleashed a digital 
panic in Havasu and now I was 30 mins, give or take, from 
my final destination. I plopped Chili back on his bed from 
his perch on my lap and climbed out of George's cab to 



stretch and soak in the last peace of the day. I could only 
imagine what I'd be driving into in San Diego...so I tried to 
wrap myself in the comfort of the quiet darkness of the 
country as an insulator against what I'd find as I headed 
further south. 

I climbed into the enclosed car trailer and changed out 
Luka's plates for California plates with legit looking 
registration stickers. I had to assume law enforcement 
would be on high alert after the dossiers hitting everyone's 
devices - they'd have no way of knowing who'd sent them 
and what kind of attack it was supposed to be - so I needed 
to be careful not to draw any attention to myself. George 
and I installed the ramps and I backed Luka out of the trailer. 

With both our rides idling under a dim street light on the 
dirt shoulder at the bottom of the off-ramp, we hugged 
goodbye. As we'd driven down the 15, I'd told her a bit 
more of what to expect in the coming weeks. She was off to 
meet Whichblade and make arrangements for herself. Chili, 
her family, and her friends. 

“Be careful," she said. 

“I will." 

“You know where we're going to be holed up; come to us 
if you need anything. If it goes the way you all think it will, 
we truckers may be needed more than ever, but we'll make 
sure someone will always be at the ranch and can get word 
to me. I suspect we'll be using handles a lot so you'll need 
one..." 

“Black Beauty," I said readily. “It was my handle the fall 
of 1990 when my first 'roc and I traveled the states," I said 
patting Luka's sleek black rounded rump as I walked to the 
driver's side door. “It'll do now too," I said slipping behind 
the steering wheel. 

““Come, father and mother, and sister and brother. 
Come, all of you, turn to and help one another"," replied 
George quoting from the book of the same name with a 
twinkle in her eye. 



“Amen, sister," I said as she shut my car door and I put 
Luka into first gear. 

I drove off slowly to prevent a dust cloud from engulfing 
her and waved out my rolled down window.../ sure hope 
they all come together and help one another, I thought as I 
turned onto the road that would wind me west to the coast. 

I was exhausted as I pulled into the parking lot of the 
hotel wedged between the amusement park and the brew 
pub. I'd expected things to be dead at midnight, but they 
were eerily so. I rolled my two suitcases through the 
automatic doors of the hotel and approached the reception 
desk. A handful of people sat in the bar staring at the 
television airing a news show and someone I took to be the 
overnight front desk lady stood in the doorway of bar 
watching the same. I walked over to her, pulling my bags 
behind me, “Excuse me, have you got any rooms?" 

“Oh, goodness, I'm so sorry, it's just, the news...they're 
talking about the files...Did you get a file sent to you too?" 

“Yes, yes I'm afraid I did. Have they figured out what's 
going on yet? I've been on the road all day and haven't 
been able to glean much information from the radio, 
everyone's just been batting about guesses." 

“They think a company who put together the files has 
been hacked...but they can't get anyone at this Augustine 
place to respond to phone calls and their corporate offices 
have gone dark, like literally, even though it's pretty 
obvious there are people inside," she said walking back to 
and slipping behind the reception counter. 

“Well, I guess people are going to be burning the 
midnight oil trying to work this one out. Could you believe 
all that information they've been collecting on us?" 

“Right? It's obnoxious! I'm so furious! I almost didn't 
come to work today, but what are you going to do? You've 
got to pay the bills, right? So how many nights will you be 
with us?" 



'Tonight and tomorrow should be fine," I said handing her 
a credit card. 

"Amazing how much they've been tracking us with these 
things, isn't it?" she asked looking at my credit card. 

"I hear ya! It's disgusting how violated I feel, and how 
complicit our "leaders" have been," I replied making air 
quotes around the word leaders. 

"I don't follow," she said typing information into her 
computer. 

"Our politicians have, for decades, taken a pass on 
protecting consumer privacy. All these hacks and thefts and 
abuses of our private information are courtesy of politicians 
who are paid by corporations to defeat legislation that would 
protect us, that would require corporations to secure our 
data and be accountable for breaches or misuse." I said 
taking back my credit card and sliding it into my wallet. 

"Yeah! What's up with that???" she exclaimed doing the 
math for the first time. "Every time I hear about another 
breach it's always on me to protect myself from fraud and 
theft!! I have to pay to lock down my credit report - which I 
never asked anyone to create in the first place. I have to do 
the leg work and paper work when someone steals my credit 
card number, money from my checking account, or my 
social security number and uses it to file bogus tax returns!" 
she said continuing to set up my room account. 

"Right? It's maddening!" 

"It's a good thing I've got the night shift, I wouldn't be 
able to sleep at all tonight anyway I'm so mad! Well 
anyway, here's your key. I gave you a suite at the standard 
room price because we're pretty empty and well, I felt like 
it," she said with a wicked grin. "Breakfast is from 6-10 in 
the bar area over there, and the bar is open until 2 a.m. if 
you feel like unwinding." 

"I may just need to do that," I said with a wink, picking up 
the key from the counter, sliding it the back pocket of my 
Capri pants, and grabbing the handles of my suit cases. 



The suite was nice and cool and smelled clean. I had a 
good view of Luka from the window. And yet I knew I 
wouldn't be able to sleep. 

I washed up a bit, put on a little mascara and some lip 
gloss, and headed down to the bar, curious to see what the 
patrons and the media had to say about the state of the 
nation. 

I ordered an eighteen-year-old whisky neat and stayed at 
the bar. When the news show came back from commercial it 
was for a special announcement from President Trottel. I 
took a long sip of my drink and rolled my eyes. 

“People of America. I know many of you received 
disturbing information on your phones and computers today. 

I want to you know I have spoken to my cabinet and we are 
all working very hard to get answers for you. In the 
meantime, you should all do what you would normally do - 
go to work, go to school, donate to my 2020 campaign 
fund...ha ha, just kidding. It will all be fine. I have the best 
people working on this." 

“What a tool!" I mumbled into my glass. 

“That jackass is two afterburners short of a Hornet," said 
the bartender starting to pour me another finger of whisky. 
“On the house," he said when I reached to cover the glass in 
protest. 

As he poured himself a dollop in a shot glass and raised it 
to his lips, I noticed the time and said, “Happy Fourth of 
July...Here's to the Second American Revolution. May it be 
bloodless and swift." 

He lowered his glass without taking a sip, looked at me 
with a cocked head like Cowboy does when I say the words, 
“cookies" or “walkies", clinked glasses with mine, and said, 
“Slainte." 

His mouth moved as if he wanted to say something else, 
but he turned back to face the television above the bar 
where yet another talking head was droning on rehashing 
the fact that they didn't know anything yet. I touched the 



Thought Stone to hear him finish his thoughts... l/l/as today's 
craziness someone's declaration of independence from 
corporations? Was this a Century Lexington? 

I chuckled as I took a sip from my glass and left for my 
room. 

My hotel ritual of wiping down surfaces and TV remotes 
with disinfecting wipes completed, I showered and crawled 
into bed with a bath towel on my pillow to protect it from all 
four feet of my still wet hair. I set up my no LTE, Wi-Fi 
disabled iPad on the now cleaned to Laura standards 
bedside table, turned on the Nature Sounds playlist, and 
drifted off to sleep to the sounds of rain on a wooden porch 
and distant rolling thunder, and the burning of an 
unquenchable fire in my belly. 



Chapter XXX 


July 4th, 2017 
The White House 
Midnight 

“Merchant keeps calling. We're going to have to wake 
him up," said the Chief of Staff. 

“What for? So he can post about it on Hisser? So we can 
spend the whole day walking back whatever he posts?" 
replied the White House Counsel. 

“If we don't, he'll just have one of his tantrums. It's best 
to dump it all in his lap and let him do what he's going to do 
at this point. He can't call it “fake news" - well he can and 
he probably will, but anyone with two brain cells to rub 
together will know he's lying, and he can't blame Democrats 
for this - well, he can, and he will, because O'Barry, and 
every Democrat congress member has failed to protect 
privacy, but it won't hold water because he's in the Oval 
now and he's got a GOP controlled congress. The public is 
going to eviscerate him if he doesn't act fast." 

“Oh for the love of FUCK!" said the White House Counsel 
pushing himself back from his desk. “Fine, let's get this over 
with." 

“Mr. President," said the Secret Service Agent turning on 
the night table light and poking the marshmallow like flesh 
of the leader of the free world with two fingers. “Mr. 
President, the Chief of Staff and White House Counsel need 
to speak with you," he said loudly, hoping to wake the man 
up. 

As the beast stirred, the Agent surged with disgust. It 
was his job to protect this man who was anything but what a 
man should be, and now, in light of the personal files he and 
his family had received, he knew this man had been 
complicit in allowing corporations to collect private 



information on his wife and children if for no other reason 
than he had done nothing in the first six months of his 
presidency to reign in corporate malfeasance. The Agent 
could stomach files on himself existing - his occupation 
almost demanded it, but for anyone to be tracking where his 
children went to school, where his wife went to the doctor, 
and where his parents volunteered with animals and 
homeless was just too far. He'd considered quitting the 
moment he'd digested the extent of the invasion into his 
family's privacy, but his brain overruled his heart...Better to 
be on the inside of this one, Weiiie, he'd thought to himself 
using the nickname his wife uses. But now he was 
rethinking that decision... 

The President sat on the side of the bed, slipping his 
mashed-potato feet into slippers, “Where am I going, 
Welman?" he asked. 

“They're waiting outside. Sir. I believe they'd like to 
speak to you in here." 

“Fine, fine. Let them in. And call down to the kitchen. I 
want some ice cream." 

“Yes Sir," said Welman walking across the room to open 
the bedroom door, thankful for the distance between the two 
of them that kept him from punching the man in the throat. 

Welman opened the door for the Chief of Staff and White 
House Counsel and made to step into the hall to order coffee 
and ice cream, but Trottel called to him, “No Welman, I want 
you to stay. I may need you to call some people to come in 
depending on what's going on here," he said eyeing the two 
men who'd just walked in the room. “Just use the phone 
here to call the kitchen," he continued pointing to the phone 
on his nightstand has he stood and pulled on a robe he took 
off the foot of the bed. 

Welman considered explaining that he was a protection 
agent, not a personal assistant, but he knew it was futile... 
Everyone was a personal assistant in this clown's mind! He 
made the call to the kitchen and took a seat in a chair in a 



shadowed corner hoping everyone would forget he was in 
the room and speak freely. This had to be about the release 
of files from Augustine - and he wanted to know as much as 
possible to protect his family. 

True to form, the three pretentious male Baby Boomers 
completely ignored his presence and got down to brass 
tacks. 

“Sir, Merchant has been calling for hours. He's 
demanding to speak to you. He feels you owe him 
protection from this as it was at your behest that be began 
collecting the files," explained Trottel's Chief of Staff. 

"Bull shit! Merchant was buying and stealing the data 
from the companies that collect it years before my campaign 
started buying it!" shouted Trottel. 

"Well Sir, we mentioned that, but he insists that he began 
Augustine years prior to your campaign, at your insistence. 
He claims that you and he planned this nearly ten years ago 
once he told you the extent of the information hoarding 
going on at the time." 

"Well, he was making money off of it and using it for 
other purposes before the 2016 election," argued Trottel. 

Flipping through a legal pad encased in a black leather 
portfolio to check his notes, the Chief of Staff said, 
"Merchant says he told you ten years ago that the only 
reason to collect all this information is to use it to 
manipulate people into spending their money, committing 
espionage, and voting a certain way. He says he has 
correspondence from you, and taped conversations, in which 
he tells you this and relates the types of information 
collected by banks, credit bureaus, email providers, retailers, 
cloud storage providers, ISPs, social media, schools, and the 
like, and that you suggest to him in this exchange that he 
help you win the White House by profiling the citizens of the 
country and creating blackmail files on opponents in 
business and politics. He claims that in return for this, you 
agreed to alter the tax and financial laws to benefit 



businesses like his, place controllable conservative justices 
on the Supreme Court to force more Christian values into 
American homes, and return America to a white majority 
country. Is this true, Mr. President? Could he have 
documents or recordings that would substantiate these 
accusations?” asked the White House Counsel. 

”1 never sent him any letters like that! If he's saying I did, 
he's lying! He must have created the documents himself 
and forged my signature or something if he's got anything 
at all!” bellowed Trottel. 

"Is it possible he has audio or even video of conversations 
related to this topic?” asked the White House Counsel. 

Trottel opened his mouth as if to object, but paused as his 
brain tried to launch into another round of gaslighting while 
simultaneously trying to process the fact that such things 
cory/c/actually exist. 

Welman smiled in the shadows...Gofc/7a, Motherfucker! 

There was a knock at the door. Welman rose from his 
chair, opened the bedroom door and wheeled in a cart 
containing a sterling silver and china coffee service and a 
bowl of Neapolitan ice cream. 

"Oh, Welman, you're still here,” said Trottel wondering 
how much Welman had heard from his perch across the 
room. 

"Yes Sir.” 

"You can go now. Go call my daughter and her husband 
and my older sons. Tell them I need them to come in.” 

"Yes Sir,” said Welman walking to the double doors of the 
bedroom. 

"Well, we know if this leaks in the next hour that he's our 
man,” said the Chief of Staff watching the door close behind 
Welman. 

"I'm going to assume, from your silence on the matter Mr. 
President, that Merchant has some irrefutable proof of your 
involvement in the creation of these files and a quid pro quo 
for using them to win the election. To that end, we need to 
appease Merchant, or Welman leaking this will be the least 



of our worries. I have no doubt that Merchant will take 
everyone down with him and he'll do it quickly. He has the 
resources to protect himself and relocate to more welcoming 
countries if it comes to that. He has very little to lose. I 
doubt he can be manipulated into taking sole responsibility 
for this situation." 

"Who do we have at CIA or NSA who can give me 
something on Merchant?" asked Trottel taking a huge 
spoonful of his ice cream and shoving it into his mouth. 

"What are you talking about?" asked the Chief of Staff 
and White House Counsel in unison. 

"We need to attack Merchant before he comes after me," 
said Trottel. "We need to accuse him of something before he 
can accuse me of anything. I can mention something to the 
press tomorrow morning about Merchant working for a 
foreign government. Wait, I've got it!" he said getting up 
and searching for something in the sheets, pillows, and 
duvet of his bed. "Ah ha!" he said, extracting his enormous 
smart phone from a pile of bedding. 

He walked back to the small round table they were sitting 
at, typed in his passcode - 787791, and opened the Hisser 
app. 

"NO!" shouted the men across the table from him in 
unison. 

"I know what I'm doing," said Trottel typing way on the 
screen of the phone. 

"We know who is responsible for the files you 

received. 

Iran's government has been tracking us and I'm 
going to 

put a stop to it! Their cyber is so bad it sent out 

the files 

by accident and now the wonderful people at the 

FBI tell 

me they can fix everything." 



“Sir! What did you do??" asked the White House 
Counsel, reaching for his own phone. 

“Oh good grief!" exclaimed the Chief of Staff looking at 
his own phone's Hisser app. 

“What? It's fine. Now Merchant will get off my back and 
my supporters will focus on Iran. It's a great deal for 
everyone." 

“But Sir..." started the White House Counsel. 

“No, no buts. I'm tired and I want to go back to bed. Tell 
Merchant to read my Hisser account. I've taken care of it. 
Tomorrow, today, whatever, is the 4^^ of July; I'll make a 
speech about how great America is and how attacking us is 
dumb and that Iran attacking us like that on this great 
American holiday is like war and I'll point out how that 
ended poorly for England and it will be great," he said while 
pulling off his robe and climbing into bed. 

Welman's shift was over. As he walked to his car in the 
silence of 2 a.m. he unlocked his phone to text his wife he 
was on his way home, but before he could open his message 
app, he was bombarded with news outlet notifications 
regarding Trottel's last Hisser post. “Are you FUCKING 
KIDDING ME?" he said to no one as he stared at his phone in 
utter disbelief. He was so furious he forgot for a moment 
how mad he'd been about the existence of the files in the 
first place. This posse of rotten corpses is going to get us 
into a WAR with Iran to protect themseives from what 
they've done and aiiowed to be done? Oh heii NOT! He 
texted his wife he was on his way, took a tire iron from his 
trunk, beat his phone into sand and glitter on the floor of the 
parking garage, got in his car and drove home intending to 
do the same to every internet connected device in his 
house. 


July 4th, 2017 
San Diego 



8 a.m. 


I slept in until the sun was up high enough to cast rays of 
blinding light through the crack between the blackout 
drapes. I shielded my eyes with the crook of my elbow and 
slowly woke up. I wanted to call someone, anyone...ask 
them how they were doing, how had seeing their dossier 
made them feel? Were they as pissed as Max, Lucille, and I 
had been when they'd first discovered what Augustine had 
been doing and explained it to me? But I couldn't. I had a 
job to do and I was on my own. I was just an average citizen 
back in her former hometown after visiting friends in 
Northern California, spending a last couple of days in town 
before heading home to her husband and daughter and 
dogs in Scotland...or at least that was my story. 

I turned on the television in the room as I brushed my 
teeth. 

“What the ever-loving hell?!?!'' I exclaimed spewing 
toothpaste all over the television and dresser upon which it 
sat. 

Expecting coverage of 4th of July celebrations, I was 
nauseous to learn that all anyone was talking about was the 
“fact" that Iran was responsible for collecting the dossiers 
everyone from Hawaii east to New Zealand had received the 
day before. 

I flicked through the channels and noted congress 
members from the two controlling parties working the 
morning shows like prostitutes at a medical convention. 
They had their standard five pre-programmed talking points 
to choose from - #1 Our prayers are with you. #2 We're 
investigating. #3 We're forming a committee. #4 Everyone 
remain calm and civil and know that we're on this. And of 
course, my favorite, #5 We cannot let a few rogue people 
destroy the democracy we've built. They spritzed these five 
ideas around like knock-off perfume, leaving a nasty smell 
and strange residue behind them. “Funny how you fuckers 



break things just so you can pretend to fix them FOR 
DECADES, then act all pious, accusing anyone who rabble- 
rouses without your express permission, of being uncivilized 
and disrespectful! Jackholes! Suck my butt!” I snapped at 
the TV and turned it off in disgust. 

I desperately wanted to contact Max or Oliver or Kurt or 
Lucille and talk to someone who would get my ire and 
scream obscenities into the void with me, but we'd agreed 
that no matter what happened in the early days, I'd stay off 
the grid as far as communications were concerned. While 
calling Jesse in Scotland would be perfectly normal, there 
would be no way to discuss current events without our words 
triggering captures of our conversations, and while even 
that might be normal between a husband and wife 
separated by a continent and an ocean, it wasn't worth the 
risk of us ending up on a watch list. I was on my own for 
now...And I hated it. But I had faith in the Wick Burners - 
they were some of the smartest people I'd ever met and they 
A) knew how things worked, meaning they'd be inside the 
system putting pieces into place instead of frantically trying 
to see the whole game board, and B) had seen the truth of 
all of this for themselves - they couldn't be fooled by lies...l 
had to believe they had a plan that included hurdling 
obstacles like this. Surely the political machine Americans 
had allowed to grow into a heaving, festering, parasite 
riddled monster wouldn't be able to lie its way out of truth. 
Again! 

I picked up a pillow and screamed, "Motherrrrrr 
Fuckerrrrrr!” into it. Dropped it back on the bed and got on 
with my day. Because that's what adults do, dammit! 

I had a lot of time to kill before my next assignment that 
evening, so I threw on my usual summer uniform of Capri 
pants, tank top, t-shirt, and slip-on sneakers; put the do-not- 
disturb sign on the door handle, gummed up the lock works 
with the cruth-atharraich for good measure, and took a walk 
down to the beach in search of a late breakfast. 



I spent the Fourth of July driving to and wandering around 
old haunts between Mission Beach and La Jolla. I retraced 
my steps in the places I'd spent my teen years and early 
20s...vividly recalling moments from my past like they'd just 
happened the day before. 

There was the place I had my first kiss and the house 
where I first had sex - on the cold wood floor of his bedroom. 
The retirement home where I'd gotten my first job was where 
I'd left it, but it had quadrupled in size. There was my 
favorite place on Coast Blvd. where I'd park my car late at 
night and listen to the ocean in the dark; and the secret 
place I'd park before every shift at The Spot. There was the 
place I ran out of gas in my first Scirocco and accepted an 
offered ride from a guy on a Harley to a gas station, and the 
place I talked myself out of a ticket after performing a 
California roll at a stop sign. The place an ex and I ate gyros 
after getting soaked in the rain. The spot on the sand off the 
boardwalk in Mission Beach where I'd sat with girlfriends 
listening to Who's that Girl by Madonna, U Got the Look by 
Prince, Heart and Soul by T'Pau, Lean on Me by Club 
Nouveau, and Summer Girls by Dino on a transistor radio, 
using Coppertone oil to turn our skin hot-chocolate brown 
and Sun-In to turn our hair gold. 

I passed the former location of a club in Mission Beach 
where I entered, and then quickly un-entered, a bikini 
contest because I'd taken one look at my tiny boobs 
compared to the bazookas I was up against and fled. 
Moose's, AKA Moose McGillycuddy's, in PB where I'd met 
Jesse and gave him my real phone number because he used 
the word “plethora" correctly in a sentence. As I wandered 
other streets in Pacific Beach, I wondered when I started 
calling it PB, Was it while I was in high school or after? Was 
adopting the nicknames of an area the mark of a local? I 
strolled past the locations of now closed PB coffee shops - 
Inner Change, Zanzibar, and Cafe Crema - where I'd spent 
endless hours drinking tea, reading books, talking with 
friends, listening to music, and doing all the things we did in 



the '80s and '90s before overpriced corporate coffee chains 
sucked the fun out of life and before cell phones and e- 
tablets turned us into techno-zombies. I visited the spots in 
La Jolla and PB where the hole-in-the-wall bars like The Daily 
Planet, Brass Plum, and The Tiki Bar, places I'd gone dancing 
nearly every night for the many years I was single, used to 
be. I cruised the steep hills of PB and La Jolla where I'd 
learned to drive a stick shift, perfecting that dance between 
clutch and accelerator that my generation was the last to 
master. The La Jolla golf course where a different ex 
apparently took all his conquests. The many roads where I'd 
gotten speeding tickets. The high school where I'd learned 
what money could do to people, and that those without 
much of it were often classier and kinder than those with 
loads of it. 

I could still see the svelte silhouette of my old San Diego 
through the bloated, misshapen, crumbling caricature she'd 
become, but it was obvious she'd never again be the city 
who was once my friend. The people living here now will 
never know what old Black Mountain Road was like, or the 
joy of driving to Julian without dozens of RVs clogging the 
road, or have the ability to feel alone in your own town. 
They couldn't see they were killing her with their endless 
housing tracts and ever widening freeways. They would 
never admit that San Diego only exists to produce corrupt 
politicians and endless building opportunities for their 
developer buddies. 

I suddenly wished for my tiny Scottish pub. 

I checked my watch against the positon of the sun - I'd 
guessed correctly, about 6 p.m. Time to grab some dinner 
somewhere and get ready for work. 

Due to San Diego's latitude and the con that is Daylight 
Saving's Time, it doesn't get dark truly in San Diego until 
after 9:30 p.m. in the summer, so I had until at least then to 
enjoy my last moments in town, probably ever. All my 
favorite dinner spots were long gone or in new hands intent 



on serving microwaved food at sky-high prices, so I opted for 
a trip to the market for picnic supplies and watching the 
sunset from the parking lot at Moonlight Beach before 
making my way back to the hotel with a small bag of 
groceries. 

I stowed a yogurt in the mini-fridge of the suite and left 
the banana on the counter above it before donning a pair of 
dark blue jeans, a tan t-shirt bearing the American flag over 
an American flag bikini top, navy sneakers, and shoving a 
few things in my bag. Just another middle class, middle- 
aged American woman heading out to enjoy the fireworks. 

You could sense the anger and confusion in the air. There 
was something simmering beneath the surface of the 
families lining the beaches, camped in parks, and parked 
high atop landmarks like Mount Soledad and Mt. Helix. They 
were there, going through the motions of celebrating the 
holiday that had been born from colonists rebelling against 
abuses, hauling their red wagons filled with kids and 
supplies, cooking the hot dogs, tossing footballs and 
Frisbees with their kids...but they were distracted, sampling 
the limbo they found themselves stewing in and not liking 
the taste. They wanted answers, they wanted to know who 
had been accumulating all this information on them and 
their children, where they got off doing it, and why it had 
been sent to them. Was this an attack? Was it a warning? 
Who was behind all of it and what was the purpose? Was it 
really Iran? If so did they send the files or did they get 
hacked? Who had sent the files to the owners of the data - 
friend or foe? What did it all mean? 

My job was to give them some answers and some focus. I 
knew the next salvo I'd be firing tonight would shed some 
doubt on Trottel's assertions that Iran was to blame for this, 
but for many of his most ignorant and malleable supporters 
it'd be a long slog to the truth...if they ever got there at all. 



Summer nights in San Diego were always special...and 
the 4 th of July was an extra bit of extraordinary. The culture 
that grew in this Petri dish could only exist here - it can't be 
reproduced anywhere else because the unique 
circumstances that had to come together to create it could 
only have occurred as a result of our proximity to Mexico, 
our military bases, our diverse landscape, and the bit of the 
Wild West that still clings to the back of our beyond. The 
newbies who've invaded in the last few years won't 
understand it because it's hidden beneath the over¬ 
commercialized generic town we've become, but to people 
like me who spent decades living in San Diego, there's still a 
little bit of the magic in the air and nothing makes it 
coalesce like the sights, smells, and sounds of July 4th. if you 
stand still and take it all in, the warm air carries the smells of 
desert flowers, farm animals, suntan lotion, sex wax, hot 
dogs, burgers, lumpia, and fajitas; mixed with the music of 
Harleys, road rockets, tuned-up Civics, dads trying to 
parallel park loaded minivans, kids screaming, and a mash 
up of Willie Nelson, Dr. Dre, and Selena all orchestrated by a 
hodgepodge of Marines, Sailors, artists, scientists, janitors, 
teachers, and students of every age. I've traveled the States 
and some of Europe, and nowhere else can you find a 
duplicate of what San Diego was in her prime. I was glad to 
have the chance to say goodbye to her before she 
disappeared forever. 

The other good thing about July 4th js that it's the one 
time of the year most everyone leaves home for at least a 
couple hours to catch fireworks, which meant I'd have lots of 
options for getting my assignments completed tonight. 

My mission was two-fold - first, a bit of explanation that 
would finger Carnyx as the real group behind the release of 
the dossiers, and second, a new round of files - this time 
exposing the malfeasance of the politicians, corporate 
leaders, and organization directors who had been conspiring 
for decades to deprive Americans and Europeans of their 



rights, their money, and their voices. These files, once read 
by individuals and summarized by the handful of journalists 
who understand and practice the arts of investigation and 
story-telling, would show the insidious connections between 
billionaire donors and politicians, and between corporations 
and government agencies. They'd show in black and white 
the depths of the system of quid-pro-quo that exists 
between politicians and anyone with enough money to buy 
them their office. They'd show the active roll the media 
plays in choosing politicians - the way many owners, editors, 
and journalists prostitute themselves to executives, 
lobbyists, politicians, and public relations firms for headlines 
juicy enough to keep the ad dollars rolling in. They'd show 
the cover-ups and conspiracies between politicians, 
investors, and corporations intended to keep coal miners 
dying early deaths, steel and autoworkers in poverty, 
farmers on the dole, and public education from ever leveling 
the playing field. The maggot infested, rotten core of 
America and parts of Europe would be there for everyone 
with even rudimentary reading comprehension skills to see. 

I just needed one computer...one un-password-protected 
computer connected to the internet and I could achieve both 
goals. I wandered until 9:45 when the streets were almost 
silent and empty, and began walking east from my 
beachside hotel into the empty hillside neighborhood. I 
pulled a pair of gloves from my pocket, slipped them on and 
chose my first location - dogs! Nope! I walked down the 
darkened street, baseball cap containing all my hair pulled 
low over my forehead. 

Three houses from my first attempt I scanned the fence 
for any “Beware of Dog" signs. Seeing none I ducked 
between the trees, let myself in the fence gate, into the side 
garage door using the cruth-atharraich, and into a dark 
kitchen. I scanned for the tell-tale light of a security 
camera, and seeing none, but keeping my cap low over my 
face and my face angled down, I looked for a computer. 



Off the kitchen was a dining room and off that, to the 
right, a small den with a laptop on an open roll top desk. I 
lifted the lid of the computer with my thumb over the built- 
in camera and pressed the power button. As the computer 
booted up I grabbed a post-it and stuck it over the camera, 
sat back and waited to see if I was going to be here for a bit 
or if the computer was password protected. 

YES! I thought as the desktop loaded without requiring a 
login. 

I plugged a thumb drive, a tiny Aston Martin I pulled from 
my jean's pocket, into the port on the side of the laptop. 
Max had given me different thumb drives for each of my 
assignments and instructions for destroying them after both 
jobs were done. The Aston contained three files - one, a 
contact list of hundreds of millions of cell phone numbers 
and email addresses; two, the actual files that were being 
sent out this time; and three, a program to cause the files to 
be sent to the contact list. I followed the same steps I'd 
done in Havasu - launch browser, open file on thumb drive, 
wait for completed signal, eject the thumb drive, and put it 
back in my pocket for later. Nearest I could tell. Max had 
written a set of commands in a file on the thumb drive that 
accessed the messaging and email apps on the laptop I was 
using and ordered the files to be sent to the numbers and 
addresses in the contact list. Maybe someday she'd explain 
it all to me...but for now, I didn't much care how the haggis 
was made. 

Once I received the sign that Max's magic had worked, I 
typed in the web address for Hisser, typed in the next in a 
series of pre-arranged passwords Max had set up for Carnyx 
in an effort to keep anyone outside of Hisser from shutting 
us down, and got to work posting. 

Your personal dossiers were discovered and brought 
to you by Carnyx! 



Has it sunk in yet? Do you see what your 
governnnent and 

their corporate overiords have been doing with your 
personai data? 

Isn't it funny how no one at Augustine Survey has 
had to answer for 

their behavior? 

it wasn't Iran! They no more collected the files on 
you than 

they released them. This was American screwing 
over American 

for Power and Money Americans who think you are 
too stupid 

to decide how to live your own life, collected 
information on you 

and used it to plant an oaf in office that they can 
control. 

Everything you do online is tracked, recorded, cross- 
indexed, and sold 

amongst companies - your data is your private, 
personal information, 

yet it's collected and traded without your permission 
or through 

forced permission when you agree to Terms of 
Service after being 

forced online by your employers, schools, doctors, 
banks, and retailers. 

Do you see how the government protects 
corporations and party 

allegiances over the PEOPLE they were elected to 
protect? 

Do you see how they will lie and blame other 
countries to protect 



themselves? 


Aren't you offended that they get on TV and call for 
civility and order 

while they rape and plunder at will? No one can 
break the laws of 

constitutions and society but them...Isn't that 
special! 

We have deleted the files held on their servers, but 
we cannot know 

if they still hold all your personal, private information 
on hard drives 

heid off-iine. They will surely have backups. You are 
not safe from 

them or the people to whom they have sold their 

data. 


But wait, there's more. Because Karma is a Bitch! 

Tonight, THEIR files have been sent to the media and 
to you! 

Files they kept secret. Unlike aii of us, they were 
able to keep 

their personai data out of Augustine's hands 
because they knew 

about it and have the resources to pay for removal 
or simply 

demand it. THEY don't suffer at the hands of the 
credit agencies or 

the IRS because THEY use LLCs within LLCs to hide 
their income 

and debts. 

THEY are never held accountable for their activities 
because THEY 



can hide their identity and buy their way out of 
troubie. 

The press doesn't investigate them because THEY 
own the press. 

THEY can get credit and defauit on ioans aii day iong 

because they can hide their maifeasance. THEY iive 
high on the hog 

off of OUR tax doiiars, traveiing on private pianes to 
private resorts 

to make arrangements to seii our country, piece by 
piece, to foreign 

and domestic "investors". THEY make money off 
war, vioience, death, 

destroying education, poiiuting the environment, 
and keeping Americans 

cowering in fear... THEY can take bribes aii day iong 
because they 

have no accountabiiity or oversight. THEY can run 
corporations into 

the ground causing empioyees to iose jobs, 
pensions, & savings whiie 

THEY cash out eariy. THEY can fire peopie to cut 
costs and prop up stock 

prices to protect their Jobs and bank accounts. THEY 
buy up aii the 

housing thereby decreasing suppiy and driving up 
prices whiie forcing 

us into renting and depriving us tax benefits and 
security of owning. 

THEY can buy poiiticians and underage sex workers 

and keep it aii hidden. 

NO MORE! 

They coiiected data on us for decades and used it to 
manipuiate us. 



track us, and intimidate us. They iike us iiving in 
fear of being puiied 

over by poiice, getting our door smashed in, or 
iosing our heaith 

insurance because our grandmother died of breast 
cancer at 85! 

Each of you have received different fiies because 
there are thousands and 

we couidn't send them aii to each of you. Go out. 
Taik to your neighbors, 

your famiiy, your friends, and compare fiies... 
Compare notes and think 

about how you feei about this. 

How do you feei about two different worids - the one 
we iive in and the 

speciai, safe one THEY iive in? 

Now we know where THEY iive! Where THEY shop & 
piay Who THEIR 

doctors are, what cars THEY drive, where THEIR 
children go to school! 

We know all THEIR personal and private details. We 
know all THEIR 
secrets. 

Are you ready to demand ACTUAL change? 

Are you ready to stand up and fight back? 

Then #STRIKE now! No guns, no bombs, no 
violence... 


Just go ON STRIKE. 



stay home. Stop spending money. Organize your 
iives and get off the 

conveyor beit untii they give us back our rights, our 
freedom, our iives! 

The seeds to my end game finally planted, I cleared the 
memory and cache of the computer, shut it down, pulled the 
post-it from the camera and threw it in the half-full trash can 
beside the desk, closed the computer's lid, checked to make 
sure I hadn't left anything behind (Don't you hate it when 
writers make characters leave behind things that can be 
traced back to them? So LAME!) and left the way I'd come 
in. 


As I walked down the street, I pulled my little purple iPod 
Nano from my front right pocket and put purple earbuds in 
my ears. I rotated my left thumb around the white dial and 
pressed play on Broken Summer by DJ Snake. 

There's something about being in public spaces while 
listening to music through headphones - it's as if the 
listener is ensconced in a bubble, existing in the same space 
and time as everyone around them, but separated by a 
glimmering barrier that shuts out all other sound save for 
the music vibrating through their bones. 

The song enveloped me as I turned right at the corner 
and walked the three blocks back towards the beach. I 
pulled off my t-shirt revealing my bikini top, and shoved my 
baseball cap in my back pocket, letting my hair fly in the 
warm salty breeze. I blended into the crowd, tilted my eyes 
towards the sky and watched the firework finale above our 
heads as the song on my iPod changed to Nationai Anthem 
by Lana Del Ray. Fizzing with excitement, sadness, and fear 
for where we were as a country, I wondered if this was how 
those in the know felt on the evening of July 4, 1776. 


The finale ended and the crowd began to ripple as they 
contemplated the job of packing up and heading home. The 



younger generation were the first to check the devices 
they'd been ignoring during the show...Not understanding 
what the images in their messaging apps and emails meant, 
a murmur began to swell as the twenty-somethings 
compared notes and children asked their parents to 
translate, causing the parents to pull their own devices from 
back pockets and beach bags. 

I silenced my iPod and watched as they all opened the 
messages they'd received and began to absorb and discuss 
what they were seeing. Images of correspondence between 
politicians, executives, agency heads, middlemen, spin 
doctors, religious leaders, and insurgents around the world 
proved that there were agreements amongst themselves to 
cover up atrocities and perpetuate an environment of war 
and crime by rebranding them as 'fighting for democracy' 
and 'capitalism' respectively and interchangeably. 

The images were of emails discovered and carefully 
curated by the Wick Burners during the months spent using 
Hummingbird to scour the servers of the world. After the 
Wick Burners had discovered Augustine's files on citizens, 
they'd next discovered that no files on the most powerful 
people in the world existed on Augustine's system, not one, 
and set about correcting that by burrowing into their emails, 
their document files on their computers, their text messages 
stored on their cell provider's servers, and the files held by 
ISPs, cell phone providers, county recorder's offices, 
secretaries of state, health insurance companies, credit 
bureaus, and ironically, Taibhsear. 

Oliver had uncovered a document indicating that in an 
effort to achieve unfettered, unregulated growth for his 
company of privacy raping technology, Arnold Henkle had 
agreed to remove tracking data recorded by his systems that 
pertained to those politicians who protected him, 
government agency employees who knew enough to request 
it, and people wealthy and informed enough to demand it... 
but, according to files he subsequently discovered on 
Arnold's personal computer, it seemed that Arnold had not 



so much deleted the files containing the movements, 
associations, and communications of the world's most 
greedy and corrupt as he had moved them to his private 
sandbox. 

One minute they'd been celebrating a holiday of 
Independence and the next they were reading names they 
knew, names they'd been programmed to trust, being 
exposed as liars, cheats, and scoundrels. There was proof of 
communications detailing the collaborative efforts of 
communication companies and politicians to force people 
onto ever more expensive internet and wireless services 
while simultaneously protecting the corporations from 
liability and responsibility to protect the privacy and 
identities of their clients, all of whose information and 
communications they track, record, and store by forced 
Terms of Service. There was proof of agreements between 
banks and financial regulators to keep savings interest rates 
at next to nothing to force people into the stock market, and 
their collusion to prevent people of certain genders and 
races from getting better loan rates while giving their 
buddies practically free money. There was evidence of 
lobbyists and the politicians they bought off in order to 
guarantee people would never be able to manage their own 
retirement accounts, protect their children from mass 
shootings, fix education, keep the environment clean, or end 
the wars in the Middle East. There were images taken from 
Taibhsear showing cars registered to members of congress 
parked in out-of-the-way coffee shops next to cars registered 
to CEOs of credit bureaus. There were maps of routes 
traveled by cars and cell phones registered to the FCC 
Chairman and CEOs of tech companies proving they'd been 
at the same isolated hotel on the same day at the same time 
leading anyone with a brain to the obvious conclusion they 
were cutting backscratching deals. Other images proved 
that executives from oil and chemical companies had met 
with cabinet and European parliament members responsible 



for National Parks and environmental regulation, at private 
clubs and resorts away from the eyes and ears of the press 
and the citizens whose interests are at stake. There were 
memos explaining the emotional pressure points that could 
be exploited - anger at immigrants, fear of job losses, self- 
worth based on material possessions, anxiety over providing 
health care and education for one's children - to manipulate 
people in literally behaving like good children. It was a 
mass of documents in the raw showing the agreements 
between corporations and politicians of the USA, Canada, 
and Europe which proved overwhelmingly their conspiracy 
to keep the majority of the population suppressed and 
depressed. 

I considered taking a photo of the scene before me but it 
wouldn't have caught the true experience. People frozen in 
the dark, hovering over their glowing devices as the minutes 
ticked by, going through the stages of having their eyes 
opened - the fear, the fury, the determination... 

Small children began to get fussy and bored, pulling the 
adults out of their trance. Phones and tablets were pocketed 
and returned to beach bags as adults looked at each other 
over the heads of the next generation. They acknowledged 
each other and formed a bond in a moment of pure 
rebellion. Complete strangers were now bound together by 
anger at one group - THEM. The eponymous THEY. Race, 
religion, gender, sexual preference, occupation, political 
party, sports teams...none of it mattered now. They were 
done! There would be time for Raiders vs Chargers again 
someday, but now Americans were united against THEM. 
Well, many Americans anyway...The Kool-Aid drinkers are 
always slow to come around...if they do at all... 

We knew some people would inevitably call false and 
claim these images were fabricated to undermine great men 
and women. It's the same bullshit that's always spun and 
whitewashed after every outrage - British colonization and 
American interference in Iran, McCarthy, Hoover's FBI 
exposed after the Media, PA break in. The Pentagon Papers 



exposing the truth of the Vietnam War, Watergate, Three 
Mile Island, Iran-Contra, Catholic pedophile priests and 
abuses of unmarried mothers and their children by nuns... 
but enough people would believe and we'd be offering more 
proof soon enough. If people wanted to remain ignorant, 
that was their prerogative, but we were betting that the 
majority of the citizens of the world would know the truth 
when they saw it. 

I strolled with the shell-shocked crowd as they found their 
way to their cars. It was eerily silent save for the clinking of 
aluminum beach chairs and the snapping of sandy flip-flops. 

I made my way back to my hotel with a small group of 
people. I wondered if people would see my posts and realize 
that each person had only received a fraction of the picture 
since the magnitude of the information demanded that each 
of them had been sent a different set of files. 

Back in my room I debated showering and hitting the 
sheets, but I was too wound up, so I packed what I could in 
preparation for the next morning's departure and went down 
to the bar. 

The bar was empty, not even a bartender, so I took a seat 
at the bar and waited assuming someone would be along 
soon. 

I watched the television - the talking heads were 
spasming over the files they'd received. The software Max 
had written had programed the files to be sent in their 
entirety to the heads of numerous newspaper and video 
news outlets and it was unclear if they even knew they had 
the whole kit and caboodle yet because the news readers 
were only comparing the limited documents that had come 
in on their own devices. A few of them had picked up on my 
Hisser posts and were comparing Carnyx to worldwide 
hacker and anarchist groups, wondering if they'd just 
discovered another one. 

I wondered how Jesse, Lexie, Max, Oliver, and, hell, 
everyone I knew, were doing. I knew by now someone would 



have changed the login credentials for the Carnyx Hisser 
account to another predetermined set. I knew they'd be 
celebrating together in small groups the success of all their 
hard work in getting this far. I was happy, but also afraid it 
was all for nothing. 

Where the hell did our fire go??? I wondered thinking of 
all times we'd just rolled over for our masters as horrible 
things were done to us by corporations and our own 
government in the last 100 years...But my thought was 
interrupted by the bartender returning from a room behind 
the bar with a case of mismatched bottles. 

“I think we're gonna need these tonight," he said with a 
grin setting the crate on the bar. 

"Little bit," I replied aloud while using the pointer finger 
and thumb of my left hand to make the international symbol 
for the same words. "Can I get an iced tea when you get a 
minute?" 

Just then a handful of people trickled in from their rooms 
and took seats at the bar looking like they didn't know if 
they wanted to scream or vomit. 

I broke the ice, "Have you compared notes yet? 
Apparently, we all got different files. There's thousands of 
different ones. I got a California House Rep, a gun lobbyist, 
and a bank executive," I said as if I was comparing Pokemon 
cards. 

"Wait, what? Where'd you hear that?" asked the woman 
sitting closest to me. 

"Over on Hisser. Some group called Carnyx is taking 
responsibility for exposing all of this. And the news talker 
people up there have been alluding to it as they talk about 
the individuals in the files each of them received on their 
personal devices." I said indicating the TV with my newly 
arrived glass of iced tea. 

"Carnyx? What the hell kind of name is that? Sounds like 
something you smear on hemorrhoids or treat foot fungus 
with," said her husband as he opened the Hisser app on his 
phone. "Holy Churros! Look at this! This Carnyx called for 



an international Strike! And people in Europe are saying 
they're going to do it! This thing has gone crazy!" 

The bartender and the other folks sitting at the bar 
opened their phones to take a look, just as a new wave of 
people entered the bar. 

"Crap on a cracker!" said the bartender scrolling through 
the Hisser posts marked with the hashtag "STRIKE". "People 
are really taking this seriously! They're saying the media 
got full packages of the files. This thing is gonna get nasty 
tomorrow!" 

"Yeah, some people are trying to talk people down and 
calling them morons for believing these files..." said the 
woman next to me. 

"Oh good, the propaganda bots are at work," I said rolling 
my eyes. 

"Hey look, the news is picking up on the Strike," said one 
of the other bar customers. "Dude, turn that up so we can 
hear it," he demanded of the bartender as he came out of 
the storage room with a case of beer. 

It seems as if this Carnyx group, person, we really don't 
know yet, has called for a general, international Strike and 
that people on Hisser and other social media are taking it 
seriously, said the news woman to her male co-host. 

"Oh look, they're quoting you," I said grinning at the 
bartender. "Do you get BBC or any other international news 
channels on that thing?" I asked nodding towards the 
television. "It's like, what, 6:30 in the morning there? 
People must be waking up to this while we're going to bed 
with it." 

He switched the channel to the BBC and it was more of 
the same - news readers trying to fill air time with anything 
they could pull from their backsides while they waited for 
reporters in the field to track down the executives and 
politicians in the files and confront them with the 
information. 

We're being told that there will be a statement from both 
Downing Street and the White House soon, said Reader #1. 



/ imagine they are trying to take some time vetting the 
information to determine if it's a hoax before commenting, 
replied Reader #2. 

“These idiots get paid millions of dollars a year for 
this???" said the woman sitting next to me. 

“Who, the politicians or the teleprompter readers?" I 
asked. 

“BOTH!" she said exasperated, “But I was mostly referring 
to the over-painted bobble-heads babbling on the TV right 
now," she continued, gesturing at the screen. 

“Oh, you mean the “Journalists"", I said, actually making 
the air quotes. 

“Yeah, those lazy oafs who act like reprinting press 
releases from PR hacks is “news", she replied making air 
quotes of her own. “The fricking New York Eagle is no better 
than the National Inkliar these days! They just churn out 
whatever is “leaked" to them from “sources"," she said 
giving her air quoters a workout. 

“You're not from San Diego, are you?" I asked, realizing 
that she spoke like no one I knew in this former town of 
mine. 

“Not a chance. Sunshine. California, woo, you guys are 
something extra special." 

Smiling at the sarcasm mixed with a hint of what I 
recognized as Minnesota Nice I'd just been hit with, I raised 
my glass to her and said, “Here's to living somewhere other 
than California." 

“Amen, Sister," she replied clinking my glass with her 
beer bottle and turning back to check her Hisser feed. 

“We're definitely gonna need these too!" said the 
bartender reappearing and setting down a second case of 
beer bottles on the bar. “It's gonna be an interesting night," 
he said with a wicked grin and twinkle in his eye. 

“That it is," I said finishing my drink. “But I'm gonna miss 
it because I've got an early morning tomorrow. Y'all keep it 
down, down here," I said with a wink and left. 



I could feel his eyes on me as I walked towards the 
elevators. I didn't need the Thought Stone to know what he 
was thinking... How the hell can she go sleep after THIS??? 

“Quite easily," I said aloud to myself with a smile as the 
elevator doors closed. 



Chapter XXXI 


July 5, 2017 
San Diego, CA 

Luka and I were gone before 4 a.m. It was time for us to 
disappear. The intelligence world was going to descend on 
this neighborhood in record numbers searching for the 
computer that exposed the files and started talk of a national 
Strike. It wouldn't be hard for them to figure out where the 
files had been uploaded from or where the login to Hisser had 
occurred, and it wouldn't take them long to realize the family 
that lived there had absolutely nothing to do with anything 
that was happening. 

If it went to plan, my next assignments were going to 
involve a lot of driving, but Luka and I were up for it. It was 
time for me to go completely off the grid - no credit cards, no 
hotels, change Luka's plates often, stick to the shadows at gas 
stations, shop at farmer's markets and small stores, and use 
little disguises as needed. 

It was time to really embrace the no one I'd always been. 
I'd spent my life being deemed invisible and useless by the 
world, and now it was going to work in my favor. The question 
remained though: For how long? How long would this last? 
Hell, would anyone even Strike? If no one stepped up and 
declared their Independence from this broke-ass system, I 
could be heading home to Scotland in no time...But if this 
stirred the rebellious embers smoldering in our DNA, it might 
be a long time before I slept in a decent bed again. 

Luka and I slithered off into the dark heading east on empty 
roads blasting / Feel for You, by Chaka Khan. 

We wouldn't be saying goodbye to San Diego County just 
yet. If I was to stick to the timeline we'd all agreed upon, I 
needed a location where I could send out a series of Hisser 



posts later in the day, but from a remote area where I could 
make a quick exit unseen by the now ubiquitous traffic 
cameras, security cameras, wildlife cameras, dash cams, and 
cell phone cameras. I knew just the place...And I was looking 
forward to doing the drive one last time, especially given that 
this time of day the road would be free of RVs and jerks texting 
their friends and driving like morons. The road would be all 
mine. 

We had everyone's attention, but we needed to drive home 
the malevolence towards, and the manipulation and 
exploitation of, the citizens who truly build and protect this 
country every day. For whatever reason, many humans have 
perfected the ability to shove their heads in the sand - they 
hear of crimes committed by, oh I don't know, bankers who 
steal their identity to open accounts in their name, manipulate 
their transactions to induce late fees and overdraft fees, and 
create a whole set of rules to abuse Americans while actively 
recruiting foreigners to open accounts under a whole set of 
special, kinder rules, and yet citizens do absolutely nothing 
but maybe decline to opt out of the class action lawsuit that 
will net them bubkis while making lawyers very wealthy. How 
people don't punish corrupt corporations by immediately 
pulling their accounts and refusing to do business with them I 
will never understand...but I had to hope that it had 
something to do with feeling alone in their frustration, like no 
one would listen or care, or that they were cornered into 
remaining because our government has allowed monopolies to 
exist. I had to hope that if we could prove the depths of the 
corruption and manipulation and show that there were many 
tens of thousands if not hundreds of thousands or even 
millions of people who were just as frustrated and down-right 
pissed off, then maybe as a group we could effect change. 
#PowerlnNumbers, I thought to myself. "When did we start 
thinking in a predetermined number of characters and 
hashtags?" I wondered to no one as I down shifted into second 
to make a sharp left on the switchback leading up Palomar 
Mountain. 



As I drove the ribbon of asphalt alone in near total 
darkness, climbing thousands of feet above sea level, I blasted 
/ Do What / Do by John Taylor out of my rolled down windows. 
Years of experience took over as Luka and I became one entity. 
My feet danced across her pedals as I shifted back and forth 
between second and third, her suspension leaned into the 
curves, her tires gripped and released. Luka and I lived on the 
edge of losing control. While my active, conscious mind was 
fully engaged bending the laws of physics to the rhythm of the 
music rolling from my speakers, my subconscious wandered. 

For some reason, it grasped onto the great lie - the one 
where our society glorifies and codifies the powerful as the 
builders of society, but my brain argued. Pharaohs didn't build 
the pyramids, hell, they didn't even design them! Caesar 
didn't actually build Roman civilization or even a single 
aqueduct. Victoria didn't pick up a single hammer to build the 
factories or machines of the Industrial Revolution, much less 
do a bloody thing to lift the majority of her people out of 
misery. American industrialists didn't farm the land, build the 
canals, roads, railways, bridges, and they didn't pull the coal 
and oil from the core of the Earth. They all borrowed from the 
government and stole from the community to live privileged 
lives while enslaving the masses, yoking them to dangerous 
labor. My thoughts floated back to all those documentaries I'd 
watched late at night when I couldn't sleep - the ones about 
"titans of industry", "builders of nations", and "royalty" who 
did nothing but grab glory and wealth from people who 
//fera//y bled and died building our countries. 

Somewhere in there. We the People rose up and demanded 
rights! What happened to us after 1865? What happened to 
the people of Europe after their own civil wars? Did our 
distaste for more war after WWI, WWII, Korea, Vietnam, The 
Gulf War, and now the endless death in the Middle East make 
us queasy enough to just accept a return to enslavement? 
Well, we aren't exactly slaves building pyramids or picking 
cotton, my brain argued. Aren't we? I asked it. Aren't we just 
living with the Illusion of rights? Can we drive, fly, or walk 



down the street without being assumed guiity untii proven 
innocent by iaw enforcement and the inteiiigence community? 
Can we stand up for ourseives against abuse without being 
toid to shut up and be gratefui we have a job or a seat in 
schooi or a roof over our head? Can we trust our government 
and its agents who incessantiy He and obfuscate to hide the 
abuses they perpetrate from capitoi buiidings, court houses, 
jaiis, prisons, squad cars, and the endiess agencies created to 
spend our tax doiiars for us? Can we trust men and women 
who put corporations and poiiticai party before We the Peopie? 
Can we trust corporations that commit fraud, privacy 
invasions, and create environmentai disasters on a daiiy basis 
whiie buying iess oversight and fewer restrictions in the form 
of Super PAC donations? 

As Biack on Biack by Dalbello hit its crescendo my brain 
screamed, And the CHURCH! How much damage have 
churches done to our humanity? The sexuai abuse, the 
bigotry, the repression of and domination over giris and 
women programmed to be nothing but servants to men... 

I pulled into the parking lot of Mother's Kitchen about 6:30 
a.m. and with the engine still running, spied a piece of paper 
on their door listing their Summer Hours - they wouldn't be 
opening until 9 a.m. 

"Well CRAP!" I said to the crow preening his feathers in the 
tree above me. I'd expected they'd be open for breakfast for 
all the summer campers, bikers, bicyclists, and star gazers... 
but I guess every member of that crowd are late risers, or at 
the very least, late second breakfasters. 

I had two choices - wait it out or drive on. I needed two 
things - some tea and an internet connected computer and 
neither seemed forthcoming any time soon given the nearest 
town along my intended exit route was hours away. I opted to 
wait. 

I Luka and I drove west to an isolated spot behind Mother's 
and the adjoining country store, killed my engine, reclined my 



seat, and napped to the sounds of small animals foraging for 
breakfast. 

My internal clock woke me at a few minutes after 9 a.m. 
according to the clock in Luka's radio. I reset my seat to 
driving position, opened the door, and stepped out of the car 
into the warm summer mountain air. I stretched and walked 
around the area I'd parked to get the blood flowing and the 
joints moving, marveling at the difference in climate up here 
thousands of feet above sea level. No muggy salt air, not 
nearly as dry as the desert, summertime mountain air has its 
own unique texture and scents...a fluffy blanket that smells 
like mushrooms and warm pine needles. 

I enjoyed what would probably be my last time in these 
mountains, soaked it all in and stored the memory of the 
smells and sounds to recall during those cold Scotland winters 
I hoped to be curled up in once again. 

Sufficiently awake Luka and I headed back to Mother's to 
find the parking lot full of cars, motorcycles, and bicycles; and 
a line out the door of the restaurant. I found a parking spot 
behind the little boarded-up soap shop shack by the Post 
Office, slung my messenger bag over my head and across my 
body, and followed the smell of coffee and pancakes. 

Thirty minutes later, pancakes, scrambled eggs, and tea in 
hand I stepped out the backdoor of the restaurant and 
scanned the back patio dotted with picnic tables for a seat. I 
spotted a table occupied by four perfectly bearded campers 
wearing jeans and button-down shirts that may have been just 
body paint for how tight they were, gathered around a laptop 
and smiled to myse\f...Excellent. 

"Hey there, sorry to interrupt, do y'all mind if I sit here?" I 
asked indicating the end of their table and surprising myself at 
the slow southern drawl coming out of my mouth. 

Polite, but completely indifferent to my existence, one of 
them said, "Sure." and I sat. I ate and I waited. For all intents 
and purposes, I wasn't even here. Luka might appear on the 
security video from 6:30 a.m., but only driving in and leaving 
and I'd driven her up here with fake paper plates advertising a 



made up used car dealership. There were no cameras where 
I'd parked and I made sure to avoid the ones affixed to the 
front of the building. I had no devices turned on and they 
were in no position to be able to connect to any 
communication infrastructure. My most identifying feature - 
my ridiculously long brown hair now sporting red, gold, and 
platinum highlights thanks to California sun and age - was 
tucked up under my enormous floppy straw hat and my 
oversized sunglasses covered half my face and hid my blue- 
green eyes. No one gave me a second glance. The joys of 
being 46 and invisible. 

As if to prove my point, the skinny-jean wearing quartet I 
was sharing a table with continued their conversation as if I 
wasn't even there...They'd come up here to get away from all 
the distractions at home in Downtown San Diego and prepare 
for a presentation they were making to a group of venture 
capitalists on Monday. They were sure they were going to 
come away with millions in seed money to start their self¬ 
driving automated coffee vending truck business. Trucks that 
could be summoned by app and would serve a full menu of 
coffee drinks prepared by robotic arms squeezing uddered 
bags filled with coffees, flavored syrups, milks, and 
sweeteners. 

"Oh wait! We could totally sell Soylent tool" exclaimed 
One. 

"Yeah, add that to the menu!" said Two. 

"Are we going to say we're talking to Tesla about converting 
one of their self-driving semis to haul this?" asked Three. 

"We'll say we've been in contact with them and GM to 
discuss options. Just saying we're considering it scores us 
points with the environmentalists," said Four, disdain drooling 
into his beard. 

"What about coffee and stuff? Who will we say we're 
getting that from?" asked One. 

"I don't know. But we need to use phrases like "fair trade", 
"locally sourced", "organic", and "Non-GMO", and we need to 
say that some percent of profits will go to a foundation or 
charity," said Four. 



"What's the difference?" asked Three. 

"Well, if we set up a foundation, we can funnel the money 
back to ourselves by paying ourselves a salary to represent the 
foundation. Think like Zuckerberg. Make it look like you're 
being charitable, but never actually give up the money or the 
control of it, it'll also be a good tax write off for the company to 
make these donations to a foundation we control," said Two 

"Foundation!" they cheered. 

It went on like this as I ate my eggs and pancakes and 
sipped my tea. Internally I rolled my eyes and wondered if 
they had any kind of clue about what Carnyx had released the 
last couple of days. They must, I told myself glancing at their 
computer screen and swearing it looked like they had all four 
bars of wireless connectivity. / can't imagine they haven't 
checked their phones in two days and seen news aierts or 
iogged onto some sociai media account on their computer! 

I looked around at the other people eating their breakfast 
and happily chatting. Is it possibie I've stumbled onto a 
bizarre section of a Venn diagram wherein aii the people 
without an addiction to cell phones and 24-hour "news" exist? 
I wished for a minute I had a cell phone on my person to check 
for signal.../s it possible there is no signal here? Even if it is, 
surely the folks who rode up on their Harleys, Hondas, and 
Schwins must have come from down mountain where at a 
minimum they watched TV or listened to the radio in the last 
couple of days. 

It was bizarre. I couldn't hear anyone else's conversations, 
but they certainly weren't as dramatic as I'd imagined people 
digesting the last two days of revelations would be. I got up to 
get a hot water refill for my tea cup and walked ever so slowly 
trying to eavesdrop on other tables as I went. 

I thought I heard words like "Carnyx" and "Strike", but 
maybe it was just wishful thinking. Standing at the water and 
coffee station inside the restaurant gave me my best chance to 
stand still for a few minutes and listen in... 



"I don't buy it!" said the 60-something woman sitting at a 
table with someone I assumed to be her husband and another 
couple of the same age. 

"Well I ain't sellin' it, Patricia! It just is! Like air or 
bacteria!" replied the man sitting next to the other woman. 
"It's right there in black, white, and other ink colors. Someone 
bought or stole every digitally recorded action I've taken or 
has been taken on my behalf for decades - every movement 
I've made with my phone in my pocket, every email I've sent, 
every purchase I've made with a credit card or check, every 
doctor I've seen, everything I've eaten and drank, hell, every 
TV show I've watched, put it all together to monitor me, and 
for added insult, then sold it to intelligence agencies, 
employers, insurers, and politicians and scam artists, not that 
those last two are mutually exclusive!" 

"Our government wouldn't let a company do that. It must 
be hackers. I bet it was those mask-wearing people that I saw 
on the news, the ones who camped down at Wall Street in New 
York a few years ago, those Occupiers. Plus, if you have 
nothing to hide, who cares if anyone knows what TV shows you 
watch?" responded Patricia in moronic blissful ignorance of the 
reality of the dangers posed by a comprehensive database 
containing intimate knowledge of everyone over the age of 
three hours. 

"Do you agree with her, Jim?" Mr. Ain't Sellin' It asked 
incredulously of the man sitting next to Patricia. 

"On practically nothing," answered Jim popping a bite of 
pancakes into his mouth and giving her a side eye that said. 
How can anything be that stupid and why did i marry it? 

Weii, i guess it's good to know peopie at ieast got the 
information? I wondered to myself as I took my steaming mug 
of tea back to my table of hypesters. 

I sipped my tea and hoped that the other people here and 
around the world were having the same discussion the four 
folks inside were having. People needed to hash out the facts 
as they saw them and decide what to do next...And I needed 



to help them see the big picture. But I needed access to a 
damn computer! 

So far, the only one I'd seen all morning belonged to my 
"disrupter" tablemates and they were showing no signs of 
leaving the computer alone for me to get my hands on it. 

Oh well, I'll finish my tea, hit the loo, and continue east 
until I find something, I reasoned. 

I sat with my back to the restaurant, leaning against the 
table with my legs extending away from it, warming in the sun. 
A couple of juvenile squirrels chasing each other under one of 
the trees that towered over our picnic tables caught my eye 
and I touched the Animal Stone to eavesdrop on their morning 
routine...! got so drawn into their feelings of innocent 
happiness at being warm, full, and playing that I completely 
missed the fact the bearded ones had left the table until their 
silence intruded on my consciousness. 

I swiveled around to sit at the table facing the restaurant 
and get a sense of where they'd gone and if they were gone for 
good. As I turned on the bench and brought my legs over the 
top, I realized they'd stashed a backpack under the table, and 
their laptop was in it. I could make out the group of them 
standing in line to order food. The patio area had emptied out. 
It was just me and one other couple sitting two tables away 
with their backs to me, facing roughly the direction I'd been 
facing while watching the squirrels. 

What are the chances they left the laptop on and that it's 
not password protected? I wondered looking at it standing on 
one end in the open backpack. 

I noticed the glow of a light on the front and realized the 
light pulsing on and off was the telltale sign of a computer in 
sleep mode, but not off. 

I saw the manboys, whom I now thought of as characters 
from the Three Stooges, step outside the front door of the 
restaurant and onto the front stoop overlooking the parking 
lot. Through the screened windows I could see them in a 
discussion about something so I touched the Thought Stone... 



Let's get the supplies while we wait for the order to come 
up, said Larry. 

/ want to go back to the site and get my notebook, said 
Curly. 

Okay, here, you two take the car, get the notebook, we'll 
get the supplies and meet back here, said Moe handing the 
keys to Shemp. 

I watched them split into two teams - one pair got in the 
car, the other headed into the country store. 

I pulled a pair of disposable gloves from my front pocket 
and slipped them on. A quick glance over my shoulder told 
me the couple behind me was still oblivious to the world 
behind them. I scooted over a foot to my left, reached down, 
plucked the laptop from the backpack, set it on the bench in 
front of me, and lifted the lid...It sprang to life - no password 
and connected to the restaurant's free wireless. 

I opened the web browser in the tray along the bottom, 
plucked a pen from the back pocket of my messenger bag, 
popped off the end cap revealing a USB drive, stuck it in the 
side of the laptop and opened the file it contained. Images, 
diagrams of the truth about technology we'd all been 
programmed to trust without question. A picture is worth a 
thousand words, Max had said when she gave me the pen. 
Many people are going to need to see the way it's all 
connected in order to grasp the enormity of the con that's 
been perpetrated upon them. 

I listened to the Laptop Lads argue in the country store over 
chunky or smooth peanut butter via the Thought Stone and 
navigated to Hisser. 

It'd be a risk to log into Hisser and post from this device and 
subsequently clear the browsing history and cache afterwards 
knowing it would clear all their activity and might log them 
out of whatever systems they stayed perpetually active in - 
but they'd probably just chalk it up to expired cookies or 
dropped Wi-Fi if they were asked to sign into an application 
again. I was pretty sure they'd never guess they were logged 
out because an old broad at their table who was part of a 
secret group exposing universal malfeasance and encouraging 



an international general Strike had used their computer and 
cleared its history. And by the time anyone backtracked the 
location the post originated from, I'd be long gone. The boys 
might get a visit from some folks in dark sunglasses, but it'd 
be pretty clear that just like the other Carnyx posts, their 
equipment had just been borrowed. 

I logged into Carnyx's Hisser account and typed: Bet you 
never knew the World Wide Web was this insidious...That the 
people behind the largest companies in the world perpetrated 
a swindle to get us all to use their online services and force us 
to agree to their "privacy policies" and "Terms of Service" so 
they could collect details of every aspect of our lives and sell it 
on to anyone with a pile of money who would then use it to 
manipulate us, isolate us, and threaten us. Anyone who says 
"You have nothing to worry about if you have nothing to hide!” 
is living in fantasyland! Try applying for a job, to a school, or 
for entitlement benefits without being forced to give your 
information to a third-party and have the resulting 
correspondence travel electronically under the watchful eye of 
your email provider. Even if you have the most secure private 
email or firewall money can buy, your communications are 
only as secure as the weakest link with whom you 
communicate. Did you agree to THEIR email providers Terms 
of Service? Did you agree to have YOUR missives scanned, 
read, recorded, and stored by THEIR provider? Are their 
computers infected with spyware? Are their servers, upon 
which they hoard your data, sitting there with an open door 
waiting to be discovered by bored teenagers or foreign spies? 
Every government agency, business, banking, financial, 
educational, employment, or medical transaction you do, or is 
done on your behalf, creates a digital piece of your personal 
dossier which is turned into a commodity, traded and sold 
without oversight or your permission. You saw the files they 
have on you, on your children, on your parents...They use 
these files to charge you higher interest rates, deny you loans, 
and deny you admission to schools. Corporations use these 
files to deny you employment if they don't like where you 
shop, what you buy, what kind of car you drive, or if they feel 



you or your family's health issues would be too expensive to 
cover. Criminals use these files to scam you and your family 
or depending upon your occupation, blackmail you into giving 
them access to other sensitive information that can cost lives. 
Law Enforcement and Intelligence Agencies from all over the 
world use these files to prey on knowledge and access 
possessed by citizens. Stalkers and pedophiles can buy your 
data and use it to plan attacks on you and your children, 
attacks they can arrange based on your routine, away from 
cameras and technology law enforcement would use to find 
you or your child. Anyone can find you if they know 
everything about you. They can use your data to have you 
tracked, blackmailed, fired, jailed, disappeared, raped, ruined, 
or murdered - and you'll never know who's responsible 
because there are no laws protecting you and you'll never be 
able to prove which company, school, agency, bureau, 
doctor's office, coffee shop, or combination thereof sold or 
exposed your private, personal data. There is no 
accountability for poor security - Just huge, expensive messes 
for the victims to dean up. #WakeUp 
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I attached the images from the thumb drive, pressed "Post", 
ejected the drive, cleared the history and cache, closed the 
browser, the boys were paying for their peanut butter and 
grape jeiiy, closed the computer lid putting it back to sleep, 
the boys were ieaving the store, slid it back into the backpack, 
the boys waiked into the restaurant just as the other two 
puiied into the parking iot, I recapped the pen and shoved it 
into my messenger bag, pulled off my gloves and stuck them 
in my pocket with my right hand as I used my left hand to 
drape my bag across my chest and pick up my tea mug to put 
in the bus tub just outside the backdoor to the restaurant. 




I walked right by the four of them picking up their bacon, 
eggs, toast, and pancakes, and out the front door, turning left 
towards Luka and my escape. 


**** 

Luka and I pulled over in the turnout a few miles down the 
mountain from Mother's Kitchen. I could see straight to the 
Pacific Ocean, at least the horizon looked like ocean, but 
maybe it was just sky. I said goodbye to her. Goodbye Ocean. 
Goodbye California and your Magic Potion. Goodbye west 
coast and your avocado toast. Goodbye San Diego, you're so 
far gone you'd never convince me not to go. 

I screwed a new license plate to Luka's rear bumper, 
Mississippi ought to do niceiy, I thought putting the old blue 
and yellow California plate in the package of thrift store and 
garage sale plates I'd been collecting, cranked up Change by 
John Waite, and made for Highway 78 and points east. Texas 
or Bust, I said aloud as Luka and I enjoyed the empty curves of 
South Grade Road. 

Sticking to back roads and stopping for naps, it took over 
36 hours to reach George outside of Austin. The radio stations 
were filled with A) interviews with whiny CEOs complaining 
about how misunderstood their business practices were and 
that their privacy should be respected, implying that the world 
had no right to know about where they lived or the five LLCs 
they used to avoid paying taxes or the plans they had to 
gobble up smaller firms and lay off thousands more people in 
an effort to appease Wall Street analysts and prop up share 
prices at their parent companies, or B) political spokespeople 
claiming their bosses had a right to privacy and that no one 
should abuse the data that was now available to contact them 
at home to demand answers as to why no one for decades had 
passed legislation to protect consumer privacy. The hypocrisy 
of the whole thing was laughable. For dozens of years these 
slimy parasites had made money and political hay off our 



backs, compiling and selling our personal conversations and 
interactions, and now they expected PRIVACY??? No 
apologies, not even empty promises to pass immediate 
legislation to control corporations...just indignation at being 
exposed for the festering lesions on the ass of humanity they 
are. 

Disgusted by the whole thing, including the media's typical 
cotton ball questions and lack of anything resembling chutzpa, 
I flipped over to iPod mode, selected my Prince playlist and 
started off a two-hour jam session with Irresistible Bitch. 



Chapter XXXII 


July 6th, 2017 
Outside of Austin, Texas 
Just after sunset 

“Chili! Shush!" George said as he exploded in a 
cacophony of barks after seeing me get out of my car in the 
dusty night and walk towards her and her friends. 

They sat in collapsible chairs in a circle around a campfire 
at the center of six semi cabs attached to trailers, parked 
like spokes in a wheel. 

“Chili, it's just me," I said knowing he'd recognize my 
voice a lot quicker than I could find the Animal Stone on my 
wrist in the dark. The evening quickly fell silent as Chili 
resumed his spot on a bed beneath George's chair and 
everyone turned to see the new arrival. 

“Everyone, this is Laura. Laura, this is everyone," George 
announced standing in front of her chair. “That's Julie, AKA 
Qi-Tara," she said pointing to a tiny yet imposing woman 
immediately to her left who gave me a little wave. 
Continuing clockwise she said, “Whichblade with Lady Leila 
there in her lap," she said indicating a lanky woman wearing 
blue jeans, purple t-shirt, two blonde braids over her 
shoulders, and holding a tan pup of indeterminate ancestry 
in her lap. “Frangois - he's our Canadian," she continued. 
“Sehor Santo - our Mexican mischief maker, and Ryker 
makes six. Come, sit," she said indicating a cooler sitting 
between herself and Ryker. 

“You hungry? We've got plenty of sandwich supplies and 
odds and ends on the table over there," she said pointing to 
a foldable table between her cab and what I had to assume 
was Frangois' cab due to the red, yellow, and purple tartan 
paint job I could just make out in the flickering firelight. 

“Actually, that would be brilliant," I said standing and 
making my way over to the table. 



George joined me as I layered cheese, tomato, and 
lettuce on whole wheat bread. In a whisper she said, “So, 
been busy have we?" 

“Little bit," I said with a smirk. “I've got some more work 
to do tomorrow and into the next few weeks, but I have to 
wonder if it's getting through. Any thoughts?" I asked piling 
a handful of BBQ chips on my paper plate and grabbing a 
can of iced tea. 

“They've got LOTS of thoughts," she replied jabbing over 
her shoulder with her thumb. 

“Do they want to lynch me, if they knew I was me?" 

“No, it's more a sense of hopelessness. They now know 
all these facts. They know what has been happening. But 
they have no recourse. They don't feel like they can Strike 
because their families depend on them to bring home the 
bacon, the citizens of three countries depend on them for 
supplies and continuation of work. Just tell me you didn't do 
all this just to prove what we all kind of suspected, tell me 
you have more, you have a plan to help us justify a Strike." 

I thought about how much I could tell her. I wondered if I 
could trust these six people with our plan. It might be useful 
to have more people on team Carnyx, but it's a risk. But 
you do have the ability to read minds. Idiot! a voice said in 
my head...my own voice. 

“We do," was all I said as I made my way back to my 
perch on the cooler. 

As I ate, I could feel six pairs of eyes flicking over me, 
wondering what my story was. They'd been told by George 
that I was a client and needed to drop off my car for a haul, 
but their radar was tuned my way wondering why a client 
was meeting here, in the boonies, at their clubhouse, at 
night. Something wasn't sitting well with them. They made 
small talk wondering why diners and truck-stops along the 
most frequently traveled routes couldn't offer good healthy 
food, “It's not like we aren't hauling organic produce north. 



south, east, and west...Why does none of it end up on the 
menu boards of truck stops,” Frangois wondered crossly. 

I'd positioned my bracelet so that I could grasp the 
Thought Stone in the palm of my left hand sitting by my left 
thigh as I ate with my right from my plate balanced on my 
lap. As they spoke, I probed their thoughts to get a read on 
them. There wasn't a nasty bone in any of their bodies - 
they were just men and women trying to support 
themselves, and in some cases their families. I didn't get 
the impression any of them wanted to hurt anyone - they 
just wanted answers and solutions and to not feel alone, but 
they were too afraid to admit how alone they felt. 

"If you knew that the government, law enforcement, and 
corporations would be bound and gagged, unable to hurt 
you or your families, would you Strike?” I asked popping the 
top on my can of tea. 

A dozen pupils fixed on me. "I'm just saying,” I said after 
swallowing a gulp of tea, "would that take away the fear 
enough for you to finally feel like you could demand back 
your rights? Would you consider letting your family Strike 
from work and school while you yourself continued to keep 
our countries' blood flowing along the asphalt arteries? 

Chili stepped out of his bed under George's chair, 
stretched his paws out before himself in a doggie down pose 
and wandered over to sit at my feet staring at the fire. I 
reached down to rub the scruff of his neck, wishing with 
every cell in my body I was home in Scotland with my own 
two-legged and four-legged family. 

"Yeah, I could do that,” said Sehor Santo breaking the 
crackling silence. "If I knew that no one could evict my 
family, or arrest them for not going to school or threaten 
them for not paying their bills, we'd Strike, and I'd keep 
driving to support the Strikers.” 

Qi-Tara spoke next, "I don't have much to risk, so I'd 
Strike regardless, but would I keep driving? That's a 
question. Our countries' citizens have no idea how much 



they depend on what we do - they think produce, peanut 
butter, and tampons just magically show up on store 
shelves, they think mail gets delivered by owls, and gas gets 
to pumps by osmosis. On the other hand. I'm sick of the 
people who do know how important we are disrespecting us 
the most - politicians, cops, corporations, trucking 
companies...! might go on Strike for a while just to let people 
feel some pain, but yeah. I'd probably saddle back up and 
drive for free if it meant getting medicine and food to people 
striking to make this nightmare end." 

"Well, let's say I know some people and they have a plan. 
The data they harvested, all those files containing personal 
information, was discovered because they have access to 
the systems that horded them, access that can now be used 
to shut them down and lock out the originators. What if 
companies can't bill you anymore? What if credit bureaus 
can't hose your ability to get a loan? What if law 
enforcement is blind and out manned. They can't be used 
as tools of politicians and corporate executives and school 
administrators to intimidate us into submission. They can't 
arrest all of us. What if we all just stopped until they met 
our demands? All we really need in life is air, water, food, 
and shelter...if enough citizens are willing to settle for the 
bare necessities we can finally reclaim our rights to Life, 
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness." 

The circle erupted in discussion. I sat and listened to 
them hash out all the angles and facets of twenty-sided 
puzzle cube I'd just tossed at them. Exhausted, warm, and 
with a full stomach, I slipped away to crash in the reclined 
passenger seat of my car. 




George sent Chili to wake me up before sunrise the next 
morning. I woke up to the sound of his little chuffs outside 
my open window and opened the door to pull him up onto 
my lap. 



The smell of eggs and coffee coming from the circle 
dragged me out of my sleeping bag, Chili at my heels. Chili 
left me to go patrol the perimeter of our campsite with Leila 
just as I reached one of the picnic tables and found a 
thermos labeled water. I poured it into a mug over a tea bag 
from a bowl stuffed full of them, George thinks of 
everything, I thought as I picked up a raisin bagel and joined 
everyone in the circle from the night before. 

The excitement hung in the air like cotton candy - sweet 
and sticky. As the July sun rose over George's 25 acres of hill 
country ranch lands, Whichblade offered a toast with her 
coffee-filled mug - “To Black Beauty and to hope." 

“To Black Beauty!" cheered everyone else. 

I looked at George - she'd obviously told them my handle 
- and she gave me a wink. “It's a group effort. There's a 
team of people who worked hard to expose everything you 
now know, and they're still working to move this forward. 
Here's to success! Here's to We the People of every 
country!" I said lifting my mug of tea. 

After breakfast, everyone began to shake out and repack 
their rigs and prepare to get back on the road. George and I 
needed to load Luka on her trailer, but I needed to unload 
my suitcases and some of my secreted items before getting 
to that. As I was rolling up and stuffing my sleeping bag 
back into its carrying pouch, Sehor Santo and Ryker 
approached my car parked a few truck lengths outside the 
circle. I looked up wondering if I had time to check the 
Thought Stone to see what they wanted, but I obviously 
didn't. 

“We were talking. We don't know exactly what you're 
doing out here, and we don't want to know either, but it may 
end up that we truckers are the only ones on the road 
soon...," said Ryker. 

“Si," said Sehor Santo. “En un mar de tractocamiones, 
your tiny black car, it will stick out like I would at a party of 
tea for Mayflower Descendants'. If you are to be on the 



roads, and you have need of us, use this,” he said handing 
me a brown paper shopping bag. 

I peered inside discovering a CB radio, an extendable 
antenna attached to a giant circular magnet, and a 
notebook. "What's in the notebook,” I asked pulling it from 
the bag. 

"We came up with some code phrases and a way to 
encode location names and times,” said Francois walking up 
to join the conversation. "Phrases and a code only the six of 
us will know, which will allow you to communicate with us 
using your Black Beauty handle. If you need a pick up, 
information, cover, whatever, it's in there. You'll be talking 
over public channels, but these codes will keep all of us 
safe.” 

"What makes you think I'll be out on the roads?” I asked 
wondering what had given me away. 

"Well, we know George is hauling your car somewhere - 
she won't tell us where - but we're guessing it's to keep the 
car's movements off the grid for a while. We know about 
Carnyx. We know now how the internet works. It's not hard 
to see that to keep communicating as Carnyx someone 
would have to keep moving...” he drifted off hoping I'd seen 
how they'd added up 1 + 2 and come up with me. 

I smiled, put the notebook in my messenger bag, and put 
the bag holding the CB radio and antenna in the front 
passenger floorboard. "You boys are gonna make me cry,” I 
said feeling the adrenaline I'd been living off of, the sleep 
deprivation, and the need for a shower wreak havoc on my 
emotions. 

"Oh lord, don't do that!” exclaimed Ryker crossing his 
tattooed forearms over his chest. "We're men, we don't do 
tears!” he continued, throwing his hands up in disgust. "I'm 
outta here,” he said walking away throwing me a wink and a 
wicked grin over his shoulder as he made for his rig which I 
noticed for the first time was sporting an enormous red 
Maquis symbol from Star Trek on its chrome dipped hood. 



Frangois wished me luck and put out his hand to shake 
mine. Santo came in for a big bear hug, lifting me off my 
feet in a flurry of hope fueled spontaneity. He smelled of 
peppermint and Texas summers. I realized in that instant 
that George's ranch must be like a big clubhouse for these 
road warriors; a home away from home where they could eat 
good food, sleep well, relax a bit with friends, and have a 
good long shower...As they walked towards their rigs I could 
have sworn they were glowing, but it was probably just the 
sun playing tricks on me. 

As I continued sorting out my bags and tidying up Luka, I 
heard the three trucks fire up their diesel engines. They 
grumbled as they warmed up and I found myself thinking of 
the men at Valley Forge in the frozen early months of 1778. 
Wonder what they'd have thought if they knew what their 
sacrifices had amounted to...that their descendants didn't 
get what they were promised. I thought. Then I imagined 
how they'd react to seeing 18-wheelers, jet planes, and 
smart phones, and I laughed to myself. 

The boys took turns pulling forward through the circle 
we'd all been sitting in the night before. They drove 
between the trucks facing them and rumbled out to the 
intersection of two country roads. Ryker headed north, 
Frangois south, and Santo to the east. As Santo drove off I 
saw the unmistakable mask of a Lucha Libre fighter painted 
on the panel behind his driver's side door...His handle, or his 
name, I wasn't sure which it was, took on a whole new 
meaning and I smiled. 

Qi-Tara, Whichblade, and I helped George clean up the 
camp area and haul things up the road to her log cabin set 
back behind a copse of trees. 

“The boys gave you the radio and the code book, right?" 
asked 'Blade holding the other end of the table walking 



backwards into the storage shed behind the cabin as Qi-Tara 
and George went into the cabin with the leftover food. 

“Yup. I haven't taken a look at the book yet. How did you 
all come up with radio code phrases? That must have been 
hard." I said. 

"Aww, it's not that hard if you know the people. It's like 
siblings who come up with secret phrases based on a whole 
life of shared experiences. It was George's idea. Someone,” 
she said looking at me wickedly, "suggested that the 
internet might not be entirely safe after all those files were 
recently released by someone.” 

"Did she also tell you about our shared love of Bon Jovi 
and therapeutic singings of Sorry, Not Sorry buy Demi 
Lovato?" I asked confirming my knowledge of someone. 

"Hah! No, she didn't mention that! We could have used 
that info in the code book!" exclaimed 'Blade laughing as we 
walked towards the cabin. 

"Hey you two!" said George as we walked in the front 
door. "Qi's in the shower. I'm gonna go load up Laura's car 
while she finishes so you can get washed up, 'Blade, 
assuming the boys left any hot water!" 

"K, sounds good. It was nice to meet you Laura. I hope 
we get to meet again someday soon," said 'Blade extending 
her hand. 

"You too," I said shaking her hand and noticing the tattoo 
of the Witchblade bracelet on her wrist. It was so well done I 
half expected it to feel three dimensional. I reflexively lifted 
the hand I was shaking to get a closer look at the tattoo and 
realized it had been applied around an oval purple 
birthmark on her wrist, using the birthmark as the stone in 
the tattooed bracelet. I ran my hand over it without even 
thinking and pulled my hand away apologizing. "Sorry," I 
stammered. "It just looked so real I half expected it to 
morph into the gauntlet." I lied knowing full well I'd touched 
it because I'd just found a new cousin. 

"TV show or comic book?" she asked amused that 
someone knew what her tattoo was. 



“I'm a fan of the show. I've only read one of the comic 
books and they just aren't my thing.'' 

“I love both, but I'll be honest, when they brought the 
show to life with Yancy Butler and Eric Etebari, I nearly died 
of happiness.'' She grinned like a fool in love. 

“Well, when we get together again, we'll stay up all night 
one night and mainline all the episodes like two dorky fan 
girls!" 

“It's a date!" she said with a genuine smile. “Be careful 
out there, and let us know if you need us. We've got your 
back and we're ready to Strike or haul as needed." 

“Viva la Revolucion!" was all I could think to say, and I 
turned and walked out the door after George who'd gone on 
ahead. 

As I walked back to Luka I asked Aza, Did you know about 
her already? 

No mija, I did not. One day I will meet her, but now all 
my children are too anxious. It pains me to be near them. 
Your revolution has changed the pitch of your energies. 
Even the water spirits are vibrating with the coil of change 
that is coming. You have begun what must be begun, but if 
the conclusion is not in your favor, you must consider the 
Fire Stone. Your enemies will be stronger than ever if you 
cannot sway a sufficient number of allies. You may not wish 
to live with that outcome. 

Can you get a sense of whether people will Strike once 
we take our next steps? 

No. I cannot. This is the turmoil of which I speak. It 
churns within you all. There is anger and a desire to fight, 
but there is fear of rebelling and the unknown outcomes. 

Well, the next few days will hopefully quell some of those 
concerns. 

I hope so, my daughter. I so hope. 

And she was gone from my mind. 



George and I loaded up Luka and I handed her my spare 
key in case she needed to offload the car on her own. 

“You gonna be okay?" she asked. 

“Oh yeah. You know Mick and Myra, they're fearless. I'll 
be with them for a bit and contact you in a few days about 
where to meet. The next week will be busy and let's say, 
focused on helping people decide to Strike, or not. We'll 
know pretty quickly if this is going to work once we give 
people some support, some sense of not being alone." 

“Alright, well we'll all have our ears on and we're ready to 
keep on truckin'. Frangois, Santo and Qi are already 
coordinating lists of farmers and suppliers who they think 
will be willing to keep providing food, medicine, and other 
necessities in the face of a financial shut down," she said 
looking straight into my eyes to see if she'd guessed 
correctly at one of the things Carnyx was going to hit. 

“Are we that transparent?" I asked wondering why the 
rest of the world couldn't see what George saw, because 
obviously if they could they wouldn't feel as hopeless as Aza 
said they did. 

“No, I don't think so," she said crossing her arms and 
leaning up against the passenger door of her cab, bending a 
knee and resting a foot on the running board. “I think lots of 
people have heard the call to Strike, and they're pissed 
enough to consider it, but I don't think they've put together 
the fact that if you all were able to access the files you did, 
that you can probably also control the systems that 
generated and held them...Systems like banks and credit 
agencies and stock markets?" she asked pushing for 
answers. 

All I could do is grin. “Well, if you knew that no one was 
coming after you for not paying your mortgage because they 
had no tricking idea how much your payments are, much 
less that you were late making them, wouldn't you be a little 
more inclined to take a knee until your demands were met?" 

“I might be," she said smiling as she leaned forward to 
stand back on both feet. 



“Well, keep an eye on the news," I said with a wink as I 
pulled the handle up on my suitcase and rested a small 
duffle bag against the aluminum bars. 

“10-4, over and out." she said coming in a for a hug as 
Myra pulled up in herCamaro. 

“Someone call for a ride around here?" she shouted 
through the dust. 

“Sheesh, you damn townies and your fancy cars," said 
George walking over with me to say hello. 

“Wanna race for pinks?" asked Myra roiling her 455 
horses with a flex of her ankle. 

“No time, gotta haul a bunch of car parts all over Dodge 
for you hooners!" said George as I loaded my bags into 
Myra's trunk and Myra exited the car. 

“Maybe parts for Ford owners, but not for my girl! She's 
bomb proof!" said Myra giving George a hug as I opened the 
passenger door to get in the car. 

Knowing George had a '67 Mustang Fastback in her barn 
up the road and sensing a Mustang vs Camaro drag race 
imminent, I shouted over the roof of the car and stepped 
into the fray with, “This fall - the three of us will settle the 
pony car matter at Circuit of the Americas once and for all... 
Challenger, Mustang, and Camaro driven by three old war 
horses, winner buys dinner!" 

“DEAL!" cheered Myra and George in unison grinning like 
Cheshire Cats. 

Myra got back in the car and we drove off blasting Lunatic 
Fringe by Red Rider, waving to George out the windows. 


July 6th, 2017 
The White House 

“Directors, The President will see you now." 

“Mr. President, I'll get right to it if you don't mind," said 
the Director of the CIA taking a seat on one of the sofas in 



the Oval Office. “My colleagues also have updates, but we 
agreed I'd go first." 

“Fine, fine," said Trottel taking a seat behind the only 
desk in the Oval Office. 

“Sir, as you know we began an investigation into the 
origins of the files released on the evenings of July 3^^ and 
4 th. With regards to the July 3''^ files, we have confirmed that 
the data they contained was collected by American 
corporations and government service agencies, American 
law enforcement, and American, Canadian, Central and 
South American, and European intelligence agencies, and 
that the files themselves were compiled by Augustine 
Survey. Additionally, the files were sent to citizens from 
here in the states - specifically Arizona and California. It is 
our belief that Iran had nothing to do with the collection or 
exposure of the citizen dossiers. As to the files detailing the 
personal and business lives of corporate executives, 
administration members, and federal and state politicians - 
it appears that this group, Carnyx, complied that data 
themselves but we have no idea how yet. With that. I'll let 
NSA give you their update." 

“Sir, we began an investigation into this group calling 
itself Carnyx months ago after the Cunningham-Tyllson 
matter came to light. Short of the Hisser account it uses, we 
have no records of their existence. There is no mention of 
them in the phone records we routinely capture, in emails 
we scan via our agreements with providers, or in any other 
communication. The FBI has investigated Carnyx upload 
locations in San Diego County, California and in Lake 
Havasu, Arizona, but each time the trail only leads to private 
citizens whose computers were used without their 
knowledge. We have not been able to find video 
surveillance of anyone we believe to be associated with the 
group. Our only option would be to demand Hisser close 
their account, but this presents two problems - one, there is 
nothing to stop them from creating new accounts, and two, 
it is our only link to them...we need to keep it open to 



observe them and to hope they trip up and give us 
something to trace.” 

”So, you have nothing?!” shouted Trottel. "All this money 
I give you for technology and employees, and you can't tell 
me who is doing this?” 

"Well Sir, we have been in contact with many 
corporations, government agencies, and congressional 
offices to make sure they are diligent about contacting us 
should they come in direct contact with members of this 
Carnyx group; we've created a hot-line and web page for 
citizens to contact us with information, and we've advised 
everyone who feels their systems might have been 
compromised to change their login credentials. We feel we 
have shut this group out of the systems they penetrated to 
gather the information they shared, and that it's only a 
matter of time before they expose themselves,” said CIA. 

"That's terrific! I've got people calling me all day saying, 
"Mr. President how are we going to deal with this? People 
are angry and if there's a Strike it's going to be a disaster.” 
How am I supposed to respond to them if you can't even tell 
me who is to blame?” 

"Well Sir, that sounds like a discussion you should have 
with someone on your staff. We will do our best to find out 
who is behind Carnyx, but I'm afraid giving you those names 
won't undo the damage,” said CIA. 

You got that right. Buddy, thought Wei man from his 
position outside the slightly open door of the Oval Office. 



Chapter XXXIII 


It was conflicting...! was safely tucked up with Myra and 
Mick, enjoying the safety of being with family members of 
Carnyx, but the world around us was holding their breath, 
waiting for the next shoe to drop, for something to happen. 
People were out and about - work, summer school, 
shopping...not in the usual summer hoards, but they went 
through the motions. Everyone was suspicious of each other 
and doubly so of using any technology besides pen and 
paper, but they still felt a compulsion to be good little boys 
and girls and obey the rules of the parts they were bred to 
play. You could feel the emotions in the air - anger, fear, 
frustration. Everyone knew they wanted to Strike, but they 
couldn't bring themselves to do it unless they knew they 
wouldn't be alone, standing out like sniper bait to be taken 
down by a society of sharp shooting distractionists looking 
for a story. Everyone wanted to Strike, but they couldn't risk 
talking about it openly for fear of being overheard by 
corporate owned technology or outed as traitorous by 
opportunistic so-called friends. Those who had read history 
began to understand first-hand what they'd read about life 
in Nazi controlled areas of Europe - no one to trust, nowhere 
to run. 

So far there had been no response from corporations, the 
White House, or Congress to the revelations exposed by 
Carnyx. Media was covering it like maggots on a corpse, but 
claimed they had not been able to reach executives, Trottel 
or White House spokespeople, or congress members or their 
aides. The news readers chalked it up to the holiday, but 
real journalists knew the leaders were in hiding so were 
trying to track down sources within organizations, the 
administration, and congressional offices - which ain't easy 
when you can't trust phone calls, email, texting, 
communication applications, or even the postal service; and 



you can't risk your image or digital signature being captured 
in their vicinity by the omnipresent surveillance. 

I hunkered down with Myra and Mick for a couple of days 
doing normal things. Mick went to work every day like 
nothing fazed him, Myra and I scoured the internet for 
genealogical research, and at night we roasted corn and 
grilled burgers (veggie for me!) under the Texas stars. To 
anyone watching we were perfect Americans - sufficiently 
enslaved to our masters with just enough choice in what we 
ate and what we did with our free time to make it appear we 
were free. 

My first night with them I took the opportunity to dispose 
of the thumb drives I'd been carrying with me since 
Berkeley, the ones I'd used in Havasu, San Diego, up on 
Palomar Mountain. As Mick toasted marshmallows and Myra 
broke up the chocolate bars, I pried apart the tiny Wonder 
Woman figure, the plastic Aston, and the end of the chubby 
ballpoint pen with my Swiss Army knife and removed the 
tiny circuit boards encrusted with memory chips, 
conductors, and oscillators, and used a pair of giant tongs to 
place them on red hot coals beneath the blazing logs. They 
melted as we ate gooey s'mores and drank sweet tea. 

On my third day with Mick and Myra, the sign arrived 
from the Wick Burners. They were ready. It was time for the 
next phase. We'd agreed that the signal for Phase III would 
be simple, something anyone could see, but no one would 
notice, and that didn't utilize anything more technologically 
advanced than a landline telephone. 

In the For-Sale section of the morning's print edition of 
the Austin Statesman sat an ad for a Q-Bert game cartridge 
for an Atari 2600 game system and a phone number to a 
real local game and hobby store - owned of course by a 
probable Wick Burner who legit had one for sale lest anyone 
actually call. I called the number from Myra's cell phone to 



provide a local number and keep my phones off the radar, 
and left the pre-arranged message - Is it new in box? - to 
indicate I'd seen the message and was ready for the next 
phase. 

The signal set in motion a predetermined set of actions - 
Myra called George at 8:30 a.m. to invite her over to dinner 
(code for a 24-hour countdown to George and I meeting at 
the rendezvous point), which George declined citing a job 
that would have her on the road. I doubled down on picking 
up travel supplies and washing all my laundry, and Mick 
stopped by his buddy's bar to have a beer and hear about 
his recent trip to Germany and Scotland meeting with 
brewers and distillers - and a couple Wick Burners. 

“Hello Ladies," said Mick walking in the kitchen door from 
the driveway where he'd just parked his pickup. “I stopped 
by Marauder's to see Larson," he continued planting a kiss 
on his wife's lips. “He brought back a couple books on local 
family histories thinking you girls might want them for your 
research," he concluded pulling the books from his 
enormous battered duffle bag and setting them on the 
kitchen table. 

We all knew exactly what these books contained, but we 
kept up the charade in front of the microphones embedded 
in our everyday cell phones and who knows what patrolling 
the skies and roads around the country. 

Kurt had chosen a book written about the families of the 
German Palatinate who had opted to stay behind rather than 
emigrate to the American Colonies in 1709 and used it to 
secret the final list of Carnyx's Demands. It took me a good 
fifteen minutes to find it folded tightly into a long slim 
rectangle and sealed behind a long velum panel meant to 
look like reinforcement for the tattered and aging spine of 
the book. A quick slit beneath the glued edge of the 
yellowed velum with a pen-sized craft knife and I could just 
reach the folded paper with a pair of long thin tweezers from 



Mick's kitchen tool box...The man had a tool box for every 
room of the house! After perusing the list with Myra and 
Mick just to see how crazy things were going to get, I slid it 
back into its pocket and moved onto the second book. 

Donald had sent a book detailing the illegitimate children 
of the Stewart Kings - a favorite topic of Myra's and mine 
since we just knew in our hearts our Stewart blood made us 
contenders for the throne of the UK. Hah, hah. LOL. And all 
that. The book's purpose, I knew from the final days at 
Max's, was to get me passwords for Hisser. Apparently, 
Hisser had assigned an employee who was now charged with 
monitoring and reporting all Carnyx activity for the benefit 
of the FBI and the rest of the Initial Gang. Unbeknownst to 
Hisser or the global intelligence community, this person was 
a Burner and had also been tasked with changing the 
password every time the account was used, hiding the 
change in the corporate system, and sending the new 
password to Donald via Jinn. Changing the Hisser password 
was the only way to be completely sure no one was able to 
grab the credentials off a system I'd used if there had been 
an unknown keystroke logger or other malware installed. 
Max wanted to try to ensure that the only way “they" would 
be able to shut me down or lock me out of the account 
would be by demanding Hisser take control of the account - 
which would be something Hisser would most likely fight if 
for no other reason than their millions of users would 
demand Carnyx be protected. 

I examined the book for a full thirty minutes before 
handing it off to Myra and Mick for a look. They only thing 
we could find was an inscription on the front page - 
Whenever you need me, I'll be there. ~D. 

All I could think of was the song I'll be Around, by The 
Spinners...If this was some sort of code I was meant to use to 
find messages in the book, it was above my pay grade. 

“Myra, would you message Donald and ask him, WTF?" I 
asked. 



“I could, but you could just use your little stones there,” 
she said with a laugh looking at my bracelet and recalling 
that Donald was one of Aza's descendants who could also 
use the stones, and therefore communicate with me using 
the Thought Stone. 

”Oh for the love of brain cells!!! I swear! I've got to be 
the dumbest person on the planet some days...” 

"Not even on your worst day. Sunshine,” said Mick. "The 
people dumber than you are legion - why do you think we're 
in this mess?” he said with a gesture meant to encompass 
the world. 

A quick check with the clock over Myra's kitchen sink - 
one sporting the lion and unicorn coat of arms for the Royal 
house of Stuart of course - and I did the math...It was only 
midnight in Scotland - maybe I wouldn't scare the crap out 
of a sleeping Donald? 

I touched The Thought Stone and thought of Donald. 
Immediately I was swept into his mind...a mind filled with 
loud music and laughter. 

Having a party, are we? I asked him. 

Ah, there ye are lassie. I was wondering when you'd get 
my wee book. Yes, having a bit of a celebration here. Must 
keep up appearances you know, act as if we are unaffected 
by events in the world, and we do have much to celebrate 
after all. 

I'll let you handle the celebrating for now, / don't want to 
jinx anything. 

Not to worry. The Scots are primed and ready for a good 
old-fashioned rebellion - as I suspect their American 
descendants are as well. Given the opportunity, the true 
Scots will be with us...Now ye Just have to give them the 
opening. He said walking across old rugs in a fire-lit room. 

About that - am I to assume you'll be available for 
passwords as I need them? 

Yes Dear, that is the plan. I've been the one charged with 
playing cutout between you and another person. It's all 



verra French Resistance. / get a message from someone in 
this game Oiiver put on my phone. I just dick on a book 
caiied Poeticai Works of Thomas Campbeii. It's no really a 
book, ye see, but it's my book I'm to get messages in. Oliver 
said it would be where I get the passwords ye need. 
Anyway, my dear, I could have worked out some elaborate 
way to get ye the passwords, but why bother when we can 
do this? This is so much more fun, don't ye think? He said 
giddy as a six-year-old on Christmas morning - a six-year-old 
pouring a glass of whisky from a crystal decanter that is. 

Fair enough, I said with a chuckle from Myra's kitchen 
table. Over and out. Say hello to Emma for me. 

I most certainly will. Good night. Lassie. 

“That man will never be one of those men who wastes his 
life in a casino or drives a car with a bunch of geriatric 
gizmos!" I said to Myra and Mick, thinking of all the retirees 
who embrace a life of sloth, excess, and laziness. “As long 
as I live I'll never understand whiling away your life in some 
smoky casino or letting your brain turn to mush by 
becoming dependent on gizmos. When I'm in my 70's, I 
want to be just like Don and Emma - chopping firewood, 
gardening, running a business, and staying up until 
midnight drinking whisky and playing my music too loud!" 

I'd be leaving early the next morning to rendezvous with 
George, so it was an early night of dinner, shower, and bed. 
We'd already said all that needed to be said - we knew what 
the next weeks would bring...Change or nothing - and we 
knew nothing would mean the slow death of America and 
her cousin nation, so we were determined to do our best and 
have no regrets. 

Booting up my personal cell phone, I called and checked 
in with Jesse like any normal wife would, a phone call from 
the home of my cousins whom I was visiting before heading 
home to Scotland...Nothing to see here! And I used jinn to 
fill him in on the finer details of what my next plans were 
and when I might be coming home. 





I was due to meet George by 8:30 per the 24-hour phone 
call signal we'd given her. The rendezvous location was two 
hours north, just south of Waco, so Myra and I planned to be 
on the road around 5 a.m. to avoid rush hour traffic and give 
ourselves plenty of time to not speed. Mick was usually up at 
this hour anyway so we all enjoyed the feeling of normalcy 
watching the dogs run around the dew-covered grass 
enjoying the morning coolness as we sipped our coffee and 
tea and ate scrambled eggs and toast. 

As I loaded my smaller bags in the backseat of Myra's 
Camaro, she walked out looking at her cell phone. 

“Hey, it's a good thing we're leaving a little early. I just 
got a message from that guy with the Q-Bert game cartridge 
- it's still available if you still want it, it is new in box, and 
we can stop by his shop this morning. He says he's there 
early today doing bookkeeping and inventory so to come by 
any time after getting this message." 

I cocked an eyebrow knowing this meant something was 
up, but not sure what. She shrugged her shoulders as if to 
say, “Beats the hell outta me." 

Mick waved goodbye, told me to have a safe trip home, 
and went back inside to bring the dogs in and shower before 
he headed off to work...I thought to myself. Someday, when 
this is aii over, I'ii have to ask everyone how surreai it was 
to go about their business iike everything was so normai, 
knowing fuii weii what had happened and what was about to 
happen. 

Myra and I pulled into the strip mall in Round Rock and 
scanned for the comic book store/game shop amongst the 
suburban retail offerings. We spied it at the end of the 



second building, nestled between a cupcake shop and a 
tutoring center - both of which were closed. 

We parked and went inside not knowing what to expect, 
but ready for anything. The store seemed empty save for six 
tables holding empty chairs, and dozens of shelves 
showcasing board games, card games, role-playing books, 
dice, and assorted digital games spanning decades of 
production. 

Not seeing anyone behind the cash-wrap, we walked 
towards the back of the store and into a shelving filled store 
room calling, “Hello. Hello?" 

“Be right down," said a voice from over our heads. We 
looked up and took a moment to digest what we saw...a very 
petite, but fully mature man, sporting a tool belt stuffed with 
spray bottles, towels, and gloves, perched on very tall stilts 
was staring down at us, dust rag in hand, speaking to us 
from behind a medical mask painted with The Joker's 
maniacal grin. 

Myra and I watched in fascinated amazement as he sat on 
a top shelf - fifteen feet above our heads, unbuckled the 
twelve-foot-long aluminum stilts from his legs and 
clambered down the metal shelving with the nimbleness and 
fearlessness of a six-year-old boy. 

He jumped the last foot and landed at our feet. Pulling 
the medical mask from his face and shoving it in a pocket of 
his tool belt, he walked towards us, and offering his hand 
announced, “I'm Torque." 

The top of his head only came up to my chest, the angle 
of declination increased dramatically between our eyes the 
closer he came. He shook Myra's hand and turned to greet 
me. I shook his hand and took a few steps back so he 
wouldn't have to wrench his neck just to talk to something 
other than my bellybutton. “I'm a friend of Max's," I said 
making sure Torque was the one we were looking for and he 
knew who we were. “I'm here about that O-Berf cartridge." 



“Of course you are," he said with a mischievous twinkle in 
his eye as he walked between Myra and I towards a room at 
the back of the storage area. As he walked he unbuckled his 
tool belt and sat it on a table outside what turned out to be 
his office. 

The Wick Burners don't have a crest or logo per se, they 
aren't an organized group like the Masons or even a loose 
collective like Anonymous who are universally associated 
with Guy Fawkes masks, but I knew many of them embraced 
the stories of World War II French resistance fighters - the 
Maquis - a word which when translated, literally means 
thicket or bush or underbrush, therefore everything made 
perfect sense when I saw a water color painting of a thicket 
of trees and shrubs growing on a rocky hillside outside what 
must have been a seaside Greek village, owing to the 
distinct whitewashed buildings painted in the far distance. 

He saw me staring at the painting as I ran through the 
images of other artistically rendered groups of trees and 
shrubs I'd seen lately - an oil painting at Max's, a tattoo on 
Kurt's calf, similar but still unique charms worn around Daisy 
and Lucille's necks. Nothing I would have ever put together 
as a pattern on my own, but something exposed when 
Lucille had explained after I'd asked her about the three 
densely-leaved trees of rose gold set into a circle of white 
gold hanging from her neck. One way or another, I recalled 
her saying, Wick Burners all seem own and display some 
symbol of the maquis - something honoring the word's 
definition, the French resistance fighters, or even Star Trek 
characters - everyone picks their own symbol to remind 
themselves they're part of a group, but still very much 
individuals who must remain true to themselves and secret 
from detection. 

“You like my painting?" he asked pulling me from my 
memory. 

“I do. Did you do it? Is it Greece?" 



“It is. That's my family's village.'' 

“Interesting angle to paint from, did you incorporate the, 
what's the Greek word for “copse", on purpose? I know the 
French word could be maquis," I said testing the waters, 
“But my Greek is limited to saying “I love you" and 
swearing." 

“And how did we come to know such things?" he asked 
over his shoulder with a smile, rooting around on his desk. 

“Dated a Greek guy when I was in high school." 

“That'll do it!" he said both in response to my revelation 
and his locating of what he was searching for. “But I meant 
how did you know the translation of the word “maquis""? 

“I like to read," was all I said with a shrug and a wink. 

“You also like to observe it seems," he replied. 

“Well, a girl's gotta have hobbies." 

Myra watched our exchange with a look of confusion and 
understanding...she had no idea what we were on about, but 
she knew Torque must be part of the plan, part of our little 
community in some way. 

“Shouldn't hobbies keep one out of trouble?" he asked 
grinning as he handed me a piece of my past. 

I held the grey plastic rectangle in the fingers of both my 
hands and recalled the weekend hours I'd spent trying to 
hop Q-Bert up and down his pyramid of cubes while 
avoiding that blasted snake! “I don't know if I spent more 
time killing Q-Bert or in that damn pit with E.T, I said 
handing the cartridge back to him." 

Torque guffawed at that and led the way to the front of 
the store. 

He walked behind the cash wrap, walked up the two steps 
of a small step-stool, rang up the sale, and put the game 
cartridge in a small plastic bag printed with the logo of his 
store - a playing card wherein the Jack of Clubs is lifting a 
pinball machine flashing the word “TILT", off its front legs. 



'That'll be five dollars including this gift-with-purchase," 
he said dropping a TILT keychain into the bag. 

I handed him a five, took the bag from his hand, and said, 
"Thanks." I was confused, but figured once I had a little 
time with the objects in the bag, the point of all this would 
become clear-ish. 

"You ladies have a great day," he said from behind the 
counter as we walked towards the door. 

In the parking lot, Myra gave me a look over the roof of 
her car like, WTF was that all about 

I just shrugged and rolled my eyes as if to say. Fuck If I 
know, and met her in the car. 

Back on the 35 heading towards Waco, with both our 
powered-up cell phones stowed in the bottom of our purses, 
behind our seats and out of earshot, I reached into the bag 
Torque had given me and pulled out the cartridge. It looked 
like any other Atari cartridge, so I put it back and pulled out 
the keychain. It was a white plastic pinball machine with 
the word TILT printed in red along the sides of the machine. 

I tugged at opposite ends of the thing expecting maybe it 
was a thumb drive, but it didn't budge open and it seemed 
too light-weight to be harboring a secret anyway, so I turned 
my attention back to Q-Bert. 

I fished my trusty old Swiss Army knife out of my 
messenger bag and used the knife blade to pry apart the top 
and bottom half of the cartridge. The top popped off and 
landed in Myra's lap. 

She peered over to see what was inside. 

In the dead space on one side of the green circuit board 
upon which Q-Bert lived, sat a microSD card stuck to the 
grey plastic with a dot of double sided tape. 

I guess I'm supposed to do something with this I said 
showing her the fingernail sized black plastic square sitting 
in the bottom of the game cartridge case. 

"What the heck are you supposed to do with thatlV she 
asked. "It won't fit into anything I've ever seen!" 



“I'll need an adapter. It'll slide into what looks like a 
standard memory card and work fine...l wonder...'' I drifted 
off remembering something. 

“You wonder what?" 

“Oh, sorry, um. Max gave me a little bag to pack and I 
never did get around to looking in it, totally forgot about it. 

I wonder if there's an adapter in there. I'll look when we 
stop later. My question is the same as yours though - what 
the hell am I supposed to do with it? I assume it's the same 
as the other assignments they've had me on lately, but it'd 
be nice to know for sure." 

“You checked your phone lately?" she asked 

“Actually, no...I've gotten so used to not using one, I 
didn't even think of that." I said reaching behind my seat to 
grab my messenger bag. “Probably best to shut it down 
anyway in preparation of for locking it up in Luka," I said 
under my breath as I fished it out from beneath my wallet, 
eye glass case, keys, iPod case, life emergency kit, and hair 
scrunchies - Carrie Bradshaw can bite my ass. I'll never give 
up my scrunchies!" 

I unlocked the phone with my passcode and discovered I 
had a single notification, a message on y/V?r?from Max. 

Treat Q-Bert as usual, but launch ennall Instead of 

browser 

July 13. Torpor. 

I powered down the phone, shoved it to the bottom of my 
bag again and set the messenger bag on the floor board 
behind my seat. 

“Yup, it's another file I'm supposed to upload," I said, not 
mentioning anything about July 13 *^ because frankly I was 
still digesting the shock of having it become a reality and so 
soon. 

“I'm wondering what the hell is on it! Every time you 
post a file from Max and her internet prairie dogs it just 



reveals another layer of festering sewage. I don't know if I 
can stand any more truth!" 

"Sunlight is a bitch - it kills all the nasties, but it also 
illuminates how gross it all is." 

"Now that's some truth!" she said exasperatedly. "Thank 
dog this isn't some movie where the writers are going to 
drag things out for dramatic effect...You are going to light 
this firecracker soon, aren't you?" she asked with a note of 
worry and a pitch of challenge not to. 

"Gotta strike while the iron is hot. I have no desire to turn 
this into one of those lame shows where the writers never 
kill off the bad guy because they're too lazy to come up with 
new antagonists. This is it. The next few days we put all our 
cards on the table and either people step up, or they accept 
they will continue to get stepped on." 

"Honestly, I don't see how people won't Strike. Frankly, I 
don't understand why they haven't already. Well, I guess we 
haven't, have we..." she said drifting off and referring to 
Mick's continuing to work on his contracts. 

"People are processing. They're talking amongst 
themselves in little private pods away from devices. It's a 
progression. I think the next few weeks will get people off 
the fence. It's hard to rationalize being the only one who 
keeps your kid from school or doesn't go into work, and right 
now, everyone is afraid to be the first to stand up." 

"How do you know all this?" 

I lifted my Hexensteine bracelet and jangled it on my left 
wrist. "I've been psyching myself up for this next bit by 
getting a read on people's reactions. It'd be kinda stupid to 
keep this up, risk my family, risk exposing Max and 
Company, risk everyone involved with Carnyx, if the general 
population wasn't responding with more than a shrug to 
everything we've exposed." 

"So you think people are ready? They're ready to really 
Strike?" 

"My best guess, completely based on nothing scientific, is 
that roughly sixty percent of adults are simmering with 



enough anger to just quit this bitch; they're just waiting for 
something to push them past the fear of what happens after 
they Strike - something to unite them, make them feel less 
alone and fearful of the future and the unknown. What 
floors me are the forty percent who legit think it's either 
okay that the government and corporations have basically 
shredded the Constitution, manipulated us into servitude, 
and stolen our lives, or that what we've shown them is “Fake 
News". Seriously, there are some mental midgets out there 
that think the files they've seen, their own files detailing 
every moment of their lives recorded, stored, and indexed, 
are somehow fake. How are people that stupid? We showed 
them verifiable proof of someone tracking and reading every 
email and text they send, listening to every phone call and 
itemizing purchase they make; recording every prescription 
they fill, every porn site they visit, every place they fly, 
drive, or walk with a device...all of it. It's all been recorded 
for like ten years...we showed them the files existed and 
they just poo-poo it like it's the price of being American," I 
said throwing my hands in the air. 

“These are the same pudding brains who think that 
getting their children's private parts probed by TSA is just 
the cost of flying in the 21^* Century and that gossip rags 
print the truth. I've really got to hope their true numbers 
are less than forty percent!" she said staring down the road. 

“Yeah, my numbers are limited to tiny pools of people in 
very specific areas - like coffee shops in Austin," I said with 
a grin. “But they were probably tourists from east of the 
Mississippi." 

“Shit, they better be! If my city doesn't go completely on 
Strike they're going to have to just let Alabama annex them 
and call it a day!" 

“Don't forget my mother-in-law, she and her Mississippi 
clan are raging Trottel supporters. I can see it now, 
Mississippi, Louisiana, and Alabama will fight over Texas and 
carve it up into three huge plantations growing nothing but 
donuts, bacon, and soda pop." 



“How much room you got in that pub of yours? We may 
be moving in!" she said with a look of mock horror shaded 
with a tinge of reality as she nudged the accelerator, driving 
us into the back of our seats as we pushed further north. 

The rest of the drive was filled with country songs pouring 
from Myra's Camaro...Something about the scent of Texas in 
summer - warm earth, honeysuckle, and farm animals - and 
the voices of Willie Nelson, Patsy Cline, and Wanda Jackson 
made me feel like anything was possible. 

When we arrived at our destination it was only 8 a.m., but 
George was already there as I expected she would it. It was 
just a lonely exit off the 35 supervised by a couple of horses 
on one fenced-in corner and a crow sitting atop a tree on the 
other. George hadn't even turned off her truck knowing 
we'd be along shortly. 

I loaded my bags into Luka who was still strapped down 
in George's trailer, stuffed a couple things into my 
messenger bag from the small suitcase Max had given me, 
locked away my personal cell phone in the security pouch 
with my others, and said a quick goodbye to Myra. As she 
gave me a hug goodbye I whispered, “July 13*^ '' In her ear. 
She gave me an extra squeeze acknowledging the 
information, pulled away, looked me dead in the eye and 
said, “Go get 'em girl!" 

“Ma'am, yes ma'am," I said giving her a quick salute as 
she slid into her driver's seat. 

She drove off heading to Waco to do the errands she had 
planned as cover for this little trip and George, Chili, and I 
got on the road - we had a long haul ahead of us. And one 
quick stop. 

“Any idea where you'll need to stop for gas again?" I 
asked after we'd got going. 

“I've got a full tank, so no, I'm good to go for hours, but if 
you need a stop soon I've got a couple places along the way 



that are easy in and out, and Chili is always up for a walk,” 
she said wondering what was up. 

”1 could use a stop in about an hour or so. I'm afraid I 
drank too much tea this morning,” I said as I pulled a metal 
case from my messenger bag, opened it and wrote a 
message on the note pad within: Any of these places run by 
folks you don't particularly like? I wrote, knowing that not 
long after we left, they'd be overrun by twenty-seven 
different badge wielding agencies. 

She held up a finger and nodded indicating she knew 
one, and said "That shouldn't be a problem.” 

"It's so easy driving a car, we can just pop in and out of 
places without any planning - unlike flying on a plane and 
being trapped in your seat,” I said as I wrote: Is It a place 
you can stop without being on the actual property, where I 
can walk to the facility, do what I need to do and walk back 
to you without there being any record of you and the rig 
being there? 

I held up my note in front of her steering wheel; she gave 
me a side-eye wondering what the hell was up and nodded. 

About an hour later, she pulled off the 35N into a small 
Texas town. As we rumbled past a truck stop on her left, she 
jabbed her left thumb against her window indicating that 
was the spot she'd been thinking of earlier. Not really 
needing gas, she said, "Chili could use a walk so I'm going to 
head down here to a place I know where I can park and get 
back out the 35 easily by just going around the block, there 
should be someplace nearby you can find a restroom.” 

"Sounds good,” I said, reaching behind the passenger 
seat for my messenger bag and setting it in my lap. I 
pointed to the light ahead and made a gesture with my hand 
for her to stop. 

As she approached the traffic light she deliberately 
slowed down to make sure she'd have to stop for the red. 

I glanced around confirming there were no traffic cameras 
monitoring the intersection, opened the door, slid out of the 



cab and into the cross walk. I crossed in front her cab to get 
to the proper side of the street and continued walking down 
the street perpendicular to the one we'd just driven up. 

Small towns - the last vestiges of privacy In the world 
where a girl can still find a dark corner to get up to mischief, 

I thought to myself as I ducked into a tight alley between 
the backs of two brick buildings and gave myself a tiny 
makeover. 

I pulled, white painters' coveralls over my summer 
uniform of thin cotton Capri pants, t-shirt, and white canvas 
sneakers. / have GOT to get this shit CUT, I thought to 
myself as I tied my ridiculous hair into bun with a scrunchie 
and stuffed it into a baseball cap pulled low over my eyes. I 
turned the messenger bag into a backpack by lengthening 
the strap and pushing my arms through the loop at the two 
points where the strap connects to the bag. 

Walking down the alley, parallel to the street we'd driven 
up from the 35, I pulled on a pair of opaque vinyl gloves 
from the pocket of the painters' coveralls as I made my way 
to the truck stop and popped out into the overnight parking 
lot on the east side of the property. Using the rigs as shields 
from any cameras monitoring the area, I worked my way to 
the back of the main service building which housed the 
convenience store, greasy spoon, restrooms, and, I assumed, 
the owners' office. 

Once inside I knew avoiding cameras would be nigh on 
impossible so I kept my head down and crossed my toes this 
would work. 

There were two rear doors at the back of the single-story 
cinderblock building - the one on my right had to be the 
backdoor of the kitchen based on the “cafe" location, so I 
chose the door on the left hoping it would shortcut me to the 
area usually reserved for restrooms and office space. 

My gamble paid off, but there was a problem...someone 
was working in the office. Out of my peripheral vision I 
could see someone's rather large back straining against a 
tiny padded oval chair-back as I walked by the open door to 



my left. I continued towards the two doors on my right 
labeled with the universal symbols for unisex bathroom, and 
ducked into the first one locking the door behind me - with a 
corner of paper towel I grabbed from the dispenser because 
I've lost count of how many people I've seen leave restrooms 
without washing their hands! 

SHIT! I thought to myself. / have no idea if the person in 
the office is a man or a woman, much less what he or she 
looks like, the damn Thought Stone isn't going to work if I 
can't picture them to monitor when they leave! 

I really had to pee, but the idea of peeling off all my 
layers of bags, coveralls, pants, underwear just was too 
much. I was hot and annoyed. I ran cold water over a paper 
towel, stood in front of the mirror, and dabbed it on the back 
of my neck, forehead, and cheeks...As I pressed the cold, 
wet paper towel into my cheek, I saw the Trinity Ring in the 
mirror. 

DUHH! I said to myself. Fer fuck's sake, Laura, why are 
you so damn stupid?? You've got all these Orb pieces and 
you never frieking use them!!! 

I pictured the sundry shop at the other end of the hall 
from where I'd entered. The cashier behind the counter on 
the left; shelves of snacks, toiletries, auto accessories and 
maintenance supplies in the middle; glass-doored coolers on 
the right chilling water, juice, beer, and energy drinks on the 
right; and along the front windows - a magazine stand, post 
card racks, and a lottery machine... 

The Trinity Ring should always be kept charged - 
something Anna had taught me - so I thanked myself for 
listening to my elders, and blasted away at the different 
sections of the store. I pictured the magazines up front and 
sent them flying. I shoved a bolt of energy into the shelves 
holding car deodorizer cards, tire pressure gauges, and fluffy 
pink steering wheel covers and sent the whole lot into air. I 
set off the chip racks like a row of fireworks - pretzels then 
corn chips followed by potato chips and snack mix - poof, 
poof, poof. Lastly, I went after the wall of cigarettes behind 



the cashier - blowing it up with such force, flakes of tobacco 
rained down like turd brown confetti over the whole store. 

I heard the sounds of shock, panic, and disbelief coming 
through the bathroom door from the office across the hall. 

“What the hell??" bellowed from the general area, 
followed by the sound of someone tripping over a chair and 
huffing down the hall. 

I unlocked the door, kept my head down out of concern 
for a camera focused on the hallway, and ducked into the 
empty office across the hall. 

I unzipped my coveralls a tad, pulled the SD Card adapter 
with the micro card nestled inside it from the built-in bra of 
my tank top, and popped it into the card reader slot of the 
laptop glowing away on the filthy desk. I minimized the 
open windows on the computer's screen until I found the 
email application already open and running, doubly thankful 
for the gloves I was wearing because the mouse looked like 
it had been pulled out of an RV sewage tank. Suddenly, a 
window popped up asking for a Password... 

Crap! I'm glad The Orb Stones work touching any part of 
my body because I'm not taking off these gloves! 

I rotated The Thought Stone to the underside of my left 
wrist using the outside of my right wrist and held the stone 
to my forehead. Donald! I shouted in my own head while 
picturing him. 

Good grief. Child! You scared the turtle right out of me! 

Turtle? What does that even mean? 

His wee little heed just poked out of me bottom! He 
replied chuckling in my head. 

For the love of..Donald, DO NOT make me laugh right 
now! I said giggling aloud a little bit. 

Sorry, Lass...You'll be wantin' a password then? I'm 
assuming you're working on Max's latest discovery? 

/ guess. / have no idea what this about. I plugged in an 
SD Card as requested and now I'm being asked for a 
password. 



Okay, the short version is...at ieast as far as i understand 
it, new fiies proving Trottei's invoivement with Augustine. 
The card wiii run a program that wiii use the emaii 
appiication to send the fiie to a predetermined iist of 
recipients. Then, if you have time, you can get on the 
Hisser so Carnyx can be the first to ieak the news, 
otherwise, just get out after the Compieted message 
appears. 

I'd only been in the office about sixty seconds by this 
time, but it felt like forever. 

I'ii see what I can do, what's the password? 

it's aipha-numericai, aii capitais - first ietter of each word 
I say and the number words as digits. Why Are Poiiticians 
Three Seven Such Steaming Piies Of Nine Excrement? 

I typed in the letters as he spoke the phrase: 
WAP37SSP09E and hit Return. 

A golden pocket watch icon I had overlooked before, in 
the lower left-hand corner of the password window, opened 
its cover and the second hand, positioned at the 12, began 
to move counter-clockwise. Within five seconds it had 
finished its journey back to the 12 and the cover of the 
watch swung closed. The word “Complete" appeared in the 
window. 

Before ejecting the SD Card, I walked the three steps to 
the open office door and listened from inside, my chin 
practically tucked into my clavicle to keep my face hidden. 
With no sign of anyone returning to the office, and lots of 
shouting coming from the front of the store, I decided to try 
posting. 

Airight. Dona id, I've got time. Hisser is open. What's my 
new login for Carnyx? 

User is of course the same as the handle, but the 
password is now, 52ChocolateChaiBalls - caps on the first 
letter of each word. Once you're in, write your post then 
double click the SD Card icon to open it, open the file 
labeled "Post" - and attach the JPEGs of four documents to a 
post explaining A) Trottel had a quid pro quo with Augustine 



Survey and Melvin Merchant to corrupt the election, and B) 
that the White House and Congress have for twenty years 
now refused to enact privacy legislation because they are 
owned by men like Merchant, and those who run telecoms, 
tech companies, credit agencies, and banks. 

I frantically typed as he spoke, got the photos attached, 
and posted - again thanking the stars that this platform, 
unlike others, had a “More” button automatically inserted 
after 200 characters so people's feeds wouldn't be clogged 
up with novellas, nor would posters have to create seventy- 
four separate posts to communicate one thought. 

As I went to log out of the program I noticed Carnyx's 
Hisser followers had reached THIRTY MILLION!! In the grand 
scheme of things, I knew this didn't really mean much, but 
even if only a small fraction of the accounts were real 
individuals paying attention and trying to find a support 
community - it was something pretty amazing. 

I ejected the SD Card, popped it back into my tank-top, 
and started the process of clearing the cache, cookies, and 
browser history - something the owner of the computer 
seemed to have NEVER done and which was taking 
foreverrrh. 

Fuck it, I've got to get out of here! I thought to myself. 
I'd been here about five minutes by now but it felt like hours 
and sheesh, turn on the damn A/C, I thought peeking my 
baseball hat covered head out the door to look up the hall 
and see if anyone would notice me scooting out the back 
door. 

A clerk who looked on the verge of tears held a broom 
and was getting yelled at by the same “back” I'd seen 
sitting at the chair in the office, a back I could now confirm 
belonged to a male due to his nasty voice and vile words. I 
made a mental note to ask George why she disliked this 
place - I was betting it had something to do with The Back! 
Watching the poor girl get berated for something that was 
obviously not her fault pissed me off, so as I slipped out the 
back door of the building and with the last of the charge in 



the Trinity Ring, I shoved The Back through the front doors 
of the convenience store where he landed face down in his 
own oil slicked mud puddle right outside the front door. 

I wove my way through the trucks in the parking lot and 
back to the alley I'd used to get to the truck stop. Retracing 
my steps, I stopped where I'd put on my little costume to 
take it off. Sweating from the oppressive heat and what 
some might call illegal and traitorous activities, I was extra 
careful not to lose one of my gloves. I wrapped up the 
coveralls, gloves, and hat in a tight burrito and secured it in 
my messenger bag now slung normally across my body. At 
the end of the alley, I turned left and walked up to the end of 
the block, away from the intersection where George had 
dropped me off, stopped into a fast food shop, finally peed, 
and bought a frosty cold iced tea for my leisurely walk to 
find George. 

As I walked, I contacted Donald again, this time pressing 
The Thought Stone between my middle and ring fingers and 
the palm of my left hand, and using my right hand to carry 
my life-giving iced tea to my mouth. 

So what on earth did I just send out into the universe? 

From what I understand, the JPEGs are part of a trove of 
documents that prove Trottei promised Augustine he wouid 
make sure to biock aii privacy iegisiation brought to him by 
Congress, and make sure the FCC did everything in its 
power to circumvent privacy and internet reguiation so 
Augustine couid continue to deveiop fiies on aii citizens, 
provided of course, that Meivin Merchant wouid agree to 
suppiy A) Trottei personaiiy with every fiie Augustine had on 
anyone who chaiienged Trottei in any way, and B) his 
campaign with access to voters' personai fiies so they couid 
be targeted directiy through emaii, sociai media, and the 
postai service. The citizens were targeted in two groups - 
supporters who were connected to propaganda news 
stories, invited to raiiies, informed of opposition events so 
they couid protest, etc.; and detractors who were targeted 
with threats, biackmaii, and faise stories about Trottei 



opponents. This election had no more chance of being fair 
than did the Brexit vote. Pius, there are a few documents a 
couple motivated Wick Burners found proving collusion 
between the Leave camp and Merchant with regards to 
Brexit, he said with a tinkle of mirth. 

You just love this, don't you? I asked relaxing a bit now 
that I was putting more distance between myself and the 
truck stop. 

/ don't love that ye're in danger. Dear. And I don't love 
that we have to do it at all, but yes, I'm glad that we have 
the ability to be doing something. It's been so long since 
I've had a sense of hope. 

I hope your optimism isn't mislaid, Donald. I'm starting 
to think it's all going to be for nothing. I honestly expected 
people would be taking to the streets with fury, but as 
usual, they Just sit at home watching sports and pedal off to 
work like the drones they've been programmed to be... 

Now Laura! Stop that! Ye can't think that way or ye will 
sabotage yerself! People WILL rebel - they Just have 
forgotten how. We need to show them. There's more to 
come. Hang in there, my girl! 

I'm trying, D, I'm trying. Hey, have you changed the 
Hisser login already? 

Yes. AH done and dusted. 

Okay, I'm back with George now. Onwards and upwards. 
Warn that turtle of yours, I might call again for a buck-up 
speech. 

Our chat ended with the echo of his chuckle in my mind 
as I approached George sitting on a picnic table watching 
Chili sniff a shaded tree trunk. 

“Mission accomplished," I said lifting my to-go cup and 
rattling the ice cubes around as if getting a drink was my 
reason for wandering around town. 

The mother sitting on a bench watching her child ride his 
bike along the sidewalk didn't even look up at my comment, 
much less my arrival. My guess was she was beyond giving 
a rip anymore - all she wanted was her kid to take a nap. 



this damn heat to break, and the world leaders to stop being 
total scum suckers...or maybe that was just me projecting on 
her? 

“Oh great, you're going to need another pit stop in 30 
minutes, aren't you?'' she said laughing and hopping off the 
picnic table. “Come on Chili, let's mount up and get back in 
the A/C.“ 

Chili lifted his leg and gave a final squirt as a message to 
future visitors to the tree and made a beeline for the truck 
where George had already climbed inside to fire up Poyson 
IV, leaving me to clean up Chili's feet and potty parts before 
setting him back into his bed and climbing into the cab 
myself. 

“Is there a way to get back on the 35 without going back 
the way we came in?" 

“Sure, but why? 

“The less we're seen crossing our own path, the better. 
Basically, don't be that guy who returns to the scene of the 
crime..." 

“Well, when you put it that way...Yeah, I can just keep 
heading east and take a jog along an older northern route 
that hits the 35." 

“Sounds good," I said slipping off my shoes and wiggling 
my toes in their socks. 

“So, are you going to tell me?" 

“Tell you what?" 

“What the bathroom was like..." she snarked giving me a 
look like she wanted to flick me. 

I cocked an eyebrow at her that said, “Seriously? Have 
you learned nothing about surveillance?" 

She grimaced and looked at her cellphone perched in a 
holder on the dash. 

“It was fine," I said. “Typical fast food bathroom. When 
did you first become obsessed with rating bathrooms?" I 
asked with a wink. 

Not missing a beat, she responded, “Years ago, driving 
along the 10, Buckees made the claim they had the best 



bathrooms, so of course I had to stop in and evaluate their 
claim...With nothing much to compare it to, I found myself, 
over the years, rating their bathrooms against every other 
one I visit. It's a hobby of sorts.” 

"What exactly are the criteria one evaluates in a public 
bathroom?” I asked goading her on to see how far she'd take 
this. 

"Oh well, there's cleanliness obviously,” she said steering 
her truck onto the old two-lane highway that would wrap us 
around to the north and west. "There's touchless sink, soap, 
and paper towel dispensers vs. the water rationing push 
taps where you need to be Baryshnikov to keep the water 
flowing with your foot long enough to wash your hands vs 
the old-fashioned taps that people walk away from without 
turning off because they can or they're just that stupid. 
There's the debate over resource wasting paper towels 
versus gonorrhea spewing air blowers.” 

"Gonorrhea spewing air blowers????” I said, starting to 
laugh. 

"Then there's design - I mean who has a main door that 
pulls open from the inside but doesn't have a trash can near 
the door for customers to toss door-handle use paper?” 

"Door-handle use paper?” I asked laughing even harder. 

"The paper towel, toilet paper, or seat cover paper you 
have to use to exit a pull-to-open door!” 

"You have clearly given this way more thought than I'd 
anticipated,” I said laughing with complete agreement. 

"Do you know how many people I've seen use the toilet 
then bypass the sink?? I mean, think about that process... 
they've just wiped, touched the lock and handle of the stall 
door, and touched the handle of the bathroom door! If you 
aren't going to give me a door I can kick open, you damn 
well better give me a trash can to dispose of my door-handle 
paper or I'm just gonna drop it on the damn floor! But my 
biggest design pet peeve - especially in the middle-of- 
nowhere places where land is cheaper than a three-dollar bill 
- are teeny, tiny, shoebox-sized stalls, and more specifically 



teeny-tiny stalls with doors that open INTO THE STALL!!! I 
mean, would it have financially ruined these people to make 
the stall big enough to stand in while opening the door they 
intentionally mounted to open INWARD? Did they intend for 
us to have to stand on the damn toilet just to open the 
fucking door to get out??? Could they not have made the 
stall two square feet bigger so we don't have to choose 
between sitting on a crap encrusted toilet seat and banging 
our head into a pee streaked door??? I mean, did they 
seriously do a cost/benefit analysis to determine that an 
extra one-foot by two-foot rectangle dedicated to the shitter 
stall would have bankrupted them?? Who are these people 
who design these things, and worse who are the jerks with 
slide-rules and abacuses, abaci, whatever, whose life's work 
is doing these calculations. Have they neverha6 sex???" 

And with that we both dissolved into tears with Chili 
looking on, judging us for being bat shit crazy. 

We had more than a day of driving ahead of us and 
slipped into a bit of road coma. While Chili snored lightly in 
his bunk, George had Madonna's Immaculate Collection CD 
spinning in her player - we just rolled along in our own little 
individual worlds, pondering our individual thoughts. I 
wondered what the result of my work at the truck stop had 
been. Barring someone bringing it up over the CB, we 
weren't going to hear anything, and I couldn't safely discuss 
it with George until we could find a space free of devices or 
at least discuss it in a group of others who discovered it by 
Hisser, TV, or radio. I wondered when Max was going to 
launch Torpor. I wondered if anyone would care. And I 
recharged the Trinity Ring. 

We stopped outside of Oklahoma City to fuel up ourselves 
and the truck's gas tanks. While George took care of the 
diesel, I walked Chili on a grass berm bordering the 
intersecting roads right off the 35. Things at the truck stop 
looked normal enough - but as George approached us after 



parking her truck I inferred that my latest info bomb had 
spread its shrapnel. 


“Seriously???” she asked, clearly pissed off. 

“What's the word, little bird?” I asked as if I didn't have a 
clue. 

“The “word” is 

superfucktasticextrasideoftraitorousbuttweasles!!” 

“That's quite a word, isn't it Chili?” I asked with a smile 
looking down at the pup who was doing a lazy sit next to me 
on the shaded bench, watching his mom with his head 
cocked like he half expected her to spin off like a balloon 
someone blew up then let go of. 

“Seriously? He promised to sell us all out if Merchant 
stole the election for him?” 

“Did you honestly think he could have won any other 
way? They guy is nothing but toxic hot air. The only reason 
he could have gotten that much media coverage was to 
create drama everywhere he went; drama is like heroin 
laced sugar cubes to “journalists”,” I said using air quotes. 
“Toss in a little blackmail or a few threats to media owners, 
oversight agencies, and whistleblowers; then stir in 
thousands of ads camouflaged as news stories pushed on 
users by social media companies who raked in billions in the 
process, all of which was targeted at citizens based on data 
mined by Augustine Survey, and you've got a recipe for 
election success,” I said with jazz hands. 

“Gah! I hate humanity!” she said plopping down on the 
other side of the bench leaving Chili sitting between the two 
of us. 

“What's going on in there that pushed your buttons,” I 
asked indicating the truck stop with a nod of nod of my 
head. 

“They've got TVs on in the diner and the puppets are 
reading their prompters.” 

“What about the patrons?” 

“Oh, they're just sitting there sucking it all up in silence.” 



“Hmmm...l think I have to use the loo,” I said standing up 
with a smile George didn't understand. "You want anything 
from inside?” I asked over my shoulder as I walked towards 
the diner. 

"Nah. Wait, maybe an iced tea. Chili and I are mounting 
up. Meet us at the truck when you're done.” 

I hadn't told George about The Orb. I didn't know why 
exactly. She was just as much a part of Carnyx as Max or 
Oliver or anyone else at this point, but I'd kind of kept her 
on the outside to keep her safer maybe? Sure, that's a good 
excuse. Truth was it was just easier NOT to explain about 
The Orb, I mean, how do you bring that up in general 
conversation, or even conversation about current events. 
Well, you may have to find a way now, I thought to myself 
as I pulled open the glass door of the diner. 

I quickly used the restroom and took a seat on one of the 
blue vinyl stools bolted to the floor in front of a stainless- 
steel counter. 

"What can I get ya?” asked the woman behind the 
counter whose name tag announced her as Sheila. 

"Two iced teas to-go, please,” I replied, a song memory 
burbling up in my brain. 

"You want lemon with that?” 

"No thanks, but if you've got it, a splash of lemonade 
would be great.” Oh Sheila, cause with you is where I've got 
to be... 

"Just be a sec, Hon,” she said walking off. 

I muted the part of my brain struggling to recall lyrics and 
used the time while Sheila delivered a couple of orders and 
prepared our teas to do what I'd come for. Swiveling around 
on the bar stool a bit as if I was watching the TV, I put my 
right hand over the Thought Stone on my left wrist and 
listened in on the thoughts of the people in my line of sight. 



Man number one at the bar chewing a BLT while staring 
at the TV: God this sandwich sucks! 

Man number two at the bar stirring a glass of iced coffee 
while staring at the TV: Trottei is such a shitstick! I wonder 
how many peopie in this piace voted for him. They're 
probabiy so stupid they don't even reaiize what aii this 
information Carnyx has been exposing MEANS! I wonder if 
peopie wiii Strike. I wish I couid. Maybe I can. But Jen and 
the kids, how can I ask them to iive iike that? Christ, it'd be 
terrifying to stop working, stop paying rent, not have money 
for food or medicine...But fuck, it'd be amazing to unite as a 
country and do it together. 

Female of a couple sitting across from each other in a 
booth picking at her French fries: Why do peopie have to 
dig up this stuff? Can't they Just iet things aione? I'm so 
tired. I'm so tired of all of it. I'm so tired of working and 
stressing. What's the point of all this? Break my back for 
what? Maybe we should Strike! We don't have anything to 
lose, do we? Why can't people Just leave well enough 
aione? Could I convince Stan to Strike? No, probably not, 
she thought looking up at him salting his gravy slathered 
chicken-fried steak and mashed potatoes. 

Stan: This is such bullshit! Just let these people do their 
Jobs! Trottei is President! Everyone needs to respect him 
and obey him. They don't like it, they can try to put another 
nigger in there - or maybe a nigger BITCH, but until then, 
he's got the Job and has to be respected no matter what he 
does. 

“Here you go, Hon," said Sheila setting down two clear 
plastic cups filled with tea, pulling me from my activity. 

“Thanks," I said swiveling back to face her, my blood 
pressure rising over Stan's toxic hate and marveling at the 
difference between what people think and how they act 
outwardly. You think we'd be a different type of society if 
everyone couid read everyone's minds? If peopie knew that 



others knew exactly what they were thinking? I thought as i 
asked, “What do I owe you?" 

“$3.90," she said setting down a slip of paper from her 
order book and walking down to greet a new customer who 
had taken up a seat, two seats further down the bar. 

I pulled a five from the wallet in my messenger bag and 
left it on the counter atop the check. 

As I put my wallet back, I touched the Thought Stone 
again and glanced at Sheila. 

I'm so going on Strike! I'm striking from this job, from 
this state, and from this damn country! Criminals are 
running this whole show and I'm worried about paying my 
damn rent? Fuck 'em! “Hiya Hon, you want something to 
drink while you decide?" she asked the man perched before 
her, with a smile on her face. 

I grinned and pulled a hundred-dollar bill from my wallet 
and a pen from its pocket in my bag. I quickly wrote STRIKE 
in all capitals on the back of the order pad receipt, slid the 
hundred under both it and the original $5 I'd left, and 
weighted it all down with a salt shaker. Soon, Sheila, soon... 

After we'd rumbled out of Oklahoma and started our trek 
towards Kansas City, George finally broke the silence. 

“You realize this is like building a bomb here, don't you?" 
she asked quietly, almost under her breath. 

“I think pushing the limits of a pressure cooker is a more 
apt analogy, but yes," I answered knowing exactly what she 
was getting at without even having to use the Thought 
Stone. 

“Something's gotta give. I feel like I'm vibrating at a 
stress level that could rip open the time/space continuum." 

“I know. I'm sorry. If it helps, you're not alone," I said 
adjusting to lean closer to her. “There's another wave 
coming, but it'll be different," I whispered in her ear. 

She knew she couldn't ask aloud what she wanted to 
know, but her look said it all...Da fug? 



To her credit, she never did ask what I meant by my 
comment about “another wave", even when she knew we 
were able to talk freely. Maybe she didn't want to know, 
maybe she wanted to be surprised, maybe she didn't know 
how she felt about everything. I didn't pry by asking 
outright or by using the Thought Stone. Everywhere I 
turned, people were processing what they'd learned about 
how the world really worked. Very few people were ready to 
pull the fence post out of their asses. It was easier to just 
keep up the charade of being happy with a life of indentured 
servitude, at least for now. 

It had only been nine days since Carnyx had first exposed 
the existence of corporate curated dossiers on nearly every 
American, Canadian, and European; files available to anyone 
willing to buy them, but kept secret from most of the world. 
It had only been eight days since we'd exposed the men and 
women behind the collection of all the data, and revealed 
that they'd exempted themselves from the same invasions 
of privacy and kept themselves safe from harm. Seven days 
had passed since we shared the spider's web of corporations 
and agencies that citizens are required and encouraged to 
use, and the details of how they collect, buy, and sell 
private, personal information with no thought to obtaining 
permission much less securing the data from theft and 
misuse or obeying existing laws preventing such things from 
happening in the first place. And it had only been two days 
since we'd shown the world that the sitting President of the 
United States had colluded with a corporate executive to 
create a database of victims and voters for the purposes of 
intimidation and manipulation that would secure the White 
House for an Administration intent on turning the people of 
America, Canada, Central and South America, and Europe 
into its yoked work force; and protect the Congresses and 
Parliaments enabling the destructions of the foundations 
upon which our countries had been built through blood, 
sweat, and tears. And I was in Minnesota. 



George pulled off on the side of an isolated exit off the 
35, south of Owatonna. We'd agreed it was best for her not 
to know what was coming next... 

“You know how to reach me, right?" 

“Yup," I answered feeling a twinge of fear of the unknown. 
“I've still got the radio from the boys and I can always find a 
landline, or worst case, fire one of my cell phones if I need 
to. It's all good," I said with more bravado than I actually 
felt. 

“Be careful," she said giving me a hug. 

“You too," I said hugging her back. 

We both climbed into our vehicles. I looked up from my 
driver's seat and saw Chili peeking through the passenger 
side window, just over the edge of the door, as Poyson IV 
pulled forward and jostled her way onto the tarmac. 

I sat in Luka, enjoying being back in my familiar cocoon. 
The shit was gonna hit the fan in less than twelve hours and 
I honestly couldn't wrap my head around everything that 
had happened in the last three and a half years. “Damn, 
was it really just three and half years ago that Jesse and I 
bought the Family Tree and discovered The Orb pieces and 
Aza...and the Jacobite Gold?!" I asked myself aloud 
remembering everything the last 40-odd months had 
brought. 



Chapter XXXIV 


July 12th, 2017 
The White House 

“What do you mean they can't find out who leaked those 
documents? You traced the computer and the internet 
access point used to email the images! Why can't you find 
the person who did it??'' bellowed Trottel in the Oval Office. 

“Sir, finding the computer that was used is very different 
than finding the individual who used the computer. We 
have been to the location, we have reviewed security 
footage, dusted for prints, vacuumed for hair, and 
forensically turned the scene upside down and inside out. 
We have footage of a person, we think it's a white woman, in 
white painters' coveralls and a baseball cap with no 
markings entering and exiting the truck stop property and 
the office where the computer is located, but we have no 
idea what she looks like or even if she is in fact a she. So far 
all we've been able to prove is that the owner of the truck 
stop was dealing with some sort of disruption in his 
convenience store at the time the emails and Hisser posts 
were sent. We've closed the facility down, we've detained 
all employees on site at the time, and we're scouring local 
camera footage, trucker's electronic monitoring device data, 
and digital activity from cell phones and purchases to track 
down people who were in the area at the time, but there just 
isn't much to go on. Besides the truck stop, the only 
cameras in the town are located at the bank at the far west 
side of town, and so far, there is nothing of note on their 
footage, and the other avenues haven't revealed any viable 
suspects," replied the FBI agent who had drawn the short 
straw and was providing the update. 

Welman, standing like a sentry outside the ajar door of 
the Oval Office, was steaming beneath his buzz cut. The 
truth was out, he'd seen the proof himself; Trottel and 



Merchant had conspired to steal the election. Rationally he 
knew that politics had always been a dirty business - Roman 
Caesars were notoriously backstabby, the Catholic Popes 
were dirtier than the slums of Victorian Manchester, Queen 
Elizabeth had her cousin murdered to protect her own arse, 
and the leaders of Muslim nations had taken a page from 
their Egyptian forbearers embracing religion as a cudgel 
against the heads of their subjects - but this was the 21^* 
Century, dammit! We were supposed to be better than this! 
We were supposed to be evolved, civilized, kind, logical... 
instead, in reality, we were no better than the countries we 
constantly accused of being abusers of human rights! His 
mind started to wander down the path of how we got here, 
but he reined himself in, "It doesn't matter anymore. We're 
here! What are we going to do about it???'' he asked 
himself. 

“I want you to swear the Intelligence Community is loyal 
to me. That you will find the people who created and spread 
these lies. Nothing else matters right now. Pull everyone off 
all the investigations they're working on and find out where 
these leaks are coming from! I can't have people 
questioning my involvement with Merchant and his data 
cyber company. No one can investigate me! I'm the 
President! I can't be investigated because what I do can't 
be wrong. You're all just wasting time if you're investigating 
me. You need to stop this now and protect me." pounded 
Trottel. 

"Sir, I can't do that," said the agent. 

"Then you're fired!" shouted Trottel. 

"Sir, if that is your decision then I will tell my superiors," 
said the agent assuming the positon of a woman ready to do 
battle with an inferior being. She subtlety adjusted, 
positioning her feet shoulder width apart, straightening her 
back, tightening her core, and with her hands loosely 
clasped behind her back levelly continued, "but it is not in 
my power to swear allegiances to anyone or to remove 
assets from investigations. You really need to speak to the 



Directors of the various agencies if that's what you want to 
achieve," explained the agent, cool as a peppermint snow 
cone. 

Welman felt sorry for the woman, but was awed by her 
composure. He had an overwhelming urge to sweep Trottel's 
legs out from under him and watch him roll around on the 
floor like the spoiled rotten braindead brat he is, but he 
stood at his post calmly listening and clandestinely 
recording the exchange between Trottel and the FBI agent 
onto a memory chip via a tiny tie tack camera his wife's 
brother, an agent with the CIA, had given him. 

When Welman had returned home in the wee hours of 
July 4th, his brother-in-law had been waiting for him in the 
garage. 

"Wei, we need to talk," Lincoln softly said emerging from 
a beach chair he'd nestled Into a dark corner at the back of 
the garage. 

"Dammit, Line," said a startled Welman trying to hide the 
spike In his heart rate and the surge of adrenaline squeezing 
his voice box, "Not tonight. I am not In the mood for any of 
your fucked up cloak-and-dagger shit. Just piss off." 

"Welman, give me your cell phone and any devices you 
have on you." 

"I don't have any. I vaporized my cell phone In the 
parking garage at work a half hour ago, and I don't carry 
other devices on me. What the hell Is this about?" 

"I'm not here on official business. I'm here as the uncle of 
those kids of yours, as the brother of your wife, and the son 
of my parents. I'm here as a fucking American!" said 
Lincoln folding his arms across his chest. 

Welman folded his own arms across his own chest and 
took a beat to drill into his brother-in-law's eyes in the dim 
light provided by the garage door opener and saw the same 
angry fire he felt burning behind his own eyes. "The files?" 
he asked. 



"Yeah, the files," said Line unfuriing his arms and handing 
him a tiny enveiope he'd had paimed in his hand. 

"What's this?" asked Weiman. 

"An opportunity, iet's say," said Lincoin. 

"Look, I don't want any part of any game you and your 
moraiiy chaiienged sociopath coworkers piay," said Weiman 
handing back the enveiope. 

Lincoin sighed the sigh of mentai exhaustion and 
frustration, "Wei, just take it," he said piacing it in Wei man's 
ieft hand. "Use it, don't use it. This isn't work, this is 
person a i now. I know my agency has got some nasty 
probiems, but most of us just want to keep our famiiies, our 
country, and our aiiies safe - in that order. No games. This 
is straight-up Operation Rebei Yeii. Your position guarding 
the gargoyie gives you a unique opportunity to witness from 
the inside, and I'm able to supply tools to help you record it. 

I don't know who or what this Carnyx is, but if I ever find out 
Tii buy them a beer instead of putting them on a rendition 
flight. Some peopie at the agency want their heads, they 
think it's treason to expose the citizen dossiers, but most of 
us are disgusted by what Congress has aiiowed to happen if 
for no other reason than it puts our famiiies in danger, if 
someone can buy my fiie, they know to come after your kids 
to get to me. These fiies make it impossibie for us to do our 
jobs. Apparentiy, ieadership within the inteiiigence 
community knew about aii of this, but now that we aii know 
how freeiy our private information has been packaged and 
soid, weii, my guess is there's going to be a series of coups 
across aii the agencies...we're going to dean our own 
houses. Peopie are starting to put together the existence of 
these fiies with the fact we've iost a iot of good peopie in 
the iast few years. When an agent dies, we know not to ask 
questions because we'ii never get straight answers, but 
there's iittie doubt that the existence of these fiies 
contributed to agents' deaths and security ieaks that we'ii 
be trying to discover the sources of and dean up for years." 



"You wanna come in for a drink?" asked Weiman 
suddeniy wiiting with fatigue. 

"I can't," said Lincoin as the iight overhead automaticaiiy 
ciicked off, "I've gotta get back to work. It's all-hands-on- 
deck tracking down Carnyx and I've got to keep up 
appearances." 

"What do I do with this?" asked Weiman tapping the tiny 
envelope containing a tiny a/v recorder with encrypted 
microchip storage, camoudaged as an American flag tie 
tack, against his finger in the dark. 

"Instructions are inside, if you get something you think is 
useful, invite me to dinner or a birthday party, or something 
normal and we'll exchange equipment. We'll talk more 
soon..." he said feeling his way to the side door of the 
garage. 

"The motion sensor...." said Weiman preparing to be 
blinded by the flood lights outside the door that would draw 
attention to Lincoln leaving should anyone be outside. 

"Noob," said Lincoln as Weiman heard the door handle 
turn. 

"Take care of yourself. Line," said Weiman seeing the 
flood-light bulb was sitting on the shelf next to the door. 

"Take care of our family," said Lincoln as the door clicked 
shut. 

“You can go," said Trottel dismissing the agent with a 
flapping of his pudgy hands. 

“Yes Sir," she replied and left through the door being 
guarded by Weiman who swore he heard a small growl, like a 
wild cat warning an intruder away from her kittens, on the 
coconut scented breeze she left in her wake. 



Chapter XXXV 


July 13th, 2017 
Torpor 

I hadn't slept in probably 24 hours. A mixture of 
anticipation and adrenaline is a far more potent cocktail 
than any energy drink on convenience store shelves. 

Luka and I had passed most of the night on the road to 
reach our new home for the foreseeable future...an Indian 
Reservation in the northwest portion of the state... 

Daisy had arranged for Luka and I to be able to ride out 
the coming storm on the only closed Reservation in 
Minnesota, the one controlled by the Red Lake Band of 
Chippewa. 

The world of motorcycle racing - whether it be motocross 
or road racing - is a family, and family takes care of family. 
Daisy's mom had been a racer, Daisy was a racer, and I was 
racer adjacent which meant I was given permission to be a 
guest on the Reservation, home to a handful of wickedly 
talented, heart-stoppingly audacious twenty-something 
motocross racers. And their parents. 

Assuming the Reservation to be under some sort of 
Federal surveillance, Luka and I had taken advantage of a 
few muddy side roads before our arrival, thereby obscuring 
her body shape and more importantly, her license plates. As 
we drove the residential streets in the early morning sun, 
looking for the address tattooed on my brain from a Jinn 
message weeks earlier, I felt eyes watching us. In a 
community where everyone knows everyone else, a strange 
vehicle driven by an unknown white woman tends to draw a 
lot of suspicion. 

I pulled up and parked in the street in front of the address 
I'd be given. Drapes rippled behind closed windows in the 
houses across the street as people watched me walk up the 
driveway to the front door. I pressed the doorbell and 



waited. I wanted to turn around, smile, and wave to the 
audience around me, but really not wanting it to be 
misconstrued as anything disrespectful, I instead stared at 
the door willing it to open. 

The elderly woman who opened the door smiled and 
gestured me to enter. I guessed her age to be north of 80, 
but I'm not a reliable judge of such things. I stepped 
through the open doorway into a living room stuffed with 
furniture, artwork, books, and DVDs as she closed the door 
behind me. 

The home smelled of burning firewood, spices, and warm 
fruit. My mouth watered as I followed the thick, lengthy 
grey braid hanging down my petite leader's back. I smiled 
as I noted her braid was held tight with a tiny pink dragonfly 
barrette. 

She led me down a long dark hall towards a raucous 
discussion about something. As she entered the bright open 
kitchen, the room fell totally silent and all eyes fell on me. 

My grey-haired guide walked to the right and took a seat 
at one head of a large wooden table, across from a man who 
sat at the other end, surrounded by a pack of young men 
loading up plates of food from the abundance before them. 

"Get out, all of you, shoo!" said a woman's voice with 
stern affection from behind the wall of testosterone. 

They resumed their boisterous argument about some sort 
of bike part and left the kitchen out a side door into an open 
garage, exposing a woman facing me whom I guessed to be 
my own age and height, wearing an apron and wielding a 
wooden mixing spoon, her back to a stove. 

"Sit," she said, indicating the seat in front of me with her 
spoon. 

I sat and awaited further instructions. 

"You are Laura?" asked the man at the head of the table 
in stilted English, like the words were marbles in his mouth. 

"Yes," was all I could think to say as the older woman 
handed me a plate and gestured towards the scrambled 
eggs, baked apples, small pancake-like pastries, and jams on 



the table before sitting back down across the rectangular 
table from the man. 

I set the plate down, mouthed the words “Thank you" to 
her and folded my hands in my lap. I was being sized up by 
my three hosts and wasn't sure if digging into their 
gorgeous breakfast was the polite thing to do, even though I 
was practically drooling from the sight and smell of it all. 

“You are Carnyx!" accused the man in his strange accent. 

I almost had a heart attack, but I kept my composure 
assuming if he knew this then Daisy must have had a damn 
good reason for telling him, but I was going to kill her for not 
telling me she had! 

“Yes," I replied trying to keep my voice level in this house 
of strangers who knew more about me than I did of them. 

“Leave her alone. Blue," said the woman who by now had 
set down her spoon and taken a seat at the table across from 
me, next to the stove. “Don't mind him, he's just messing 
with you," she said picking up her spoon and whacking him 
on his bicep with it. 

Blue laughed and apologized, losing his made-up accent, 
“I'm sorry," he chuckled. “I couldn't resist. Daisy told us all 
about you through Jinn, but we know you don't know 
anything about us, so it was fun to mess with you. White 
people are always wound so tight around us...it's just habit 
to yank your chains." 

“Tell Daisy, the next time you talk to her, to sleep with 
one eye open from now on," I said with a shake of my head, 
a deep breath, and a smile. 

“I think it would be wise for everyone to keep an eye on 
you," said Blue leaning back in his chair and grinning, 
obviously full of fun facts about me. 

I sized Blue up, but knew I was missing a lot...the man 
was way more than just his heritage, tattoos, and jet-black 
ponytail, but they were the first things outsiders noticed 
about him. 

“I'm Winter Fox, but everyone just calls me Winnie," said 
the woman with the spoon. “You've met my husband. Blue, 



and this is Blue's mother, River Walker, whom everyone calls 
Nana River," she said reaching out with her left hand to 
gently cover her mother's right hand which was resting on 
the table beside her. "That mess of boys you saw," she said 
jabbing her thumb over her shoulder towards the garage, 
"was a mix of some of our sons and some neighborhood boys 
who all ride together." 

"So, Daisy knows your sons?" I asked leaning onto the 
table on my crossed arms. 

"Oh no, we go back much further than that," said Blue 
leaning forward and reaching for my wrists, fascinated by 
my bracelets. 

As Blue examined my wrists Winnie smacked him on the 
arm with the back of her hand, "Rude much?" she asked 
him. "You'll have to excuse him, he's a twelve-year-old 
trapped in a fifty-year-old's body. He's got the manners of a 
puppy!" 

"Sorry," said Blue sheepishly as he let go of my hands. 
"They looked like they were glowing, I, well, I must be going 
batty in my old age." 

Glowing, I thought to myself...f/7af's a new one. Do they 
glow and / can't see It?? 

"You were saying you've known Daisy for quite a while?" I 
asked steering the subject away from The Orb pieces. 

"Yes. I knew Daisy's mom and met Daisy and her brother, 
Oliver, as children," he said still staring at my hands. Thank 
goodness my necklace with the other Orb pieces Is beneath 
my shirts, I thought. "She used to race with my father, well 
against my father would be more accurate," he continued. 
"Daisy's mom raced motorcycles here in the states for a 
while in the early '50s. The English teams gave her a hard 
time because she was a woman, so she came here and tried 
to get her foot in the door of the clubs here. My father was 
fighting the same battle for acceptance, but for different 
reasons obviously. They teamed up to create a spectacle 
and get the fans to demand to see them race. The 
Chippewa brave and the English princess...They raced each 



other anywhere they could and turned it into a show at fairs, 
parades, even Coney Island. They played it up with 
costumes and props that supported the characters they'd 
created. They never did break into the supposed 
“professional" teams, but for a while they were more famous 
than any of the rich white boys who'd rejected them. Later, 
after they both quit racing and started families, they still 
stayed in touch and our families visited each other. My 
father thought it was important for my siblings and I to know 
the world outside of the Reservation and Daisy's mother 
thought it important for her children to understand how life 
outside England worked. I grew up and inherited all my 
father's bikes, bikes that became my best friends and turned 
into a career after Daisy broke into the professional racing 
world in Europe and I built all of her bikes. We supported 
each other, carrying on the tradition our parents started. I 
still customize bikes for professional racers and people who 
have lots of spare change laying around; and now my boys 
are learning the business...and how to race. Daisy and 
Oliver are my family, you are their family, and family is 
everything," he said dishing out a heaping spoonful of eggs 
onto my plate and helping himself to an equal amount. 
“Let's eat," he said, as if everything was explained and 
settled. 

Over breakfast and during clean up Blue and Winnie 
peppered me with questions about myself, my family, and 
Carnyx. The ease with which they spoke was unnerving at 
first until I realized none of them carried cell phones and I 
hadn't seen so much as an electric can opener in the 
kitchen. They lived in the 1950s, at least here in their 
home, and seeing as it was a closed Reservation, they had 
no fear of their community was bugged or eavesdropped on 
by remote technology which could not have been brought 
close enough to be of use. 

Once I relaxed, the whole story flowed easily. Daisy had 
told them about my adventure with Cunningham-Tyllson, 



long before I'd gotten involved with Max and the Wick 
Burners, so they'd been following news of Carnyx - how I 
didn't know owing to the seeming lack of tech in their lives. 
They didn't seem to know about the Wick Burners, so I left 
that bit out and explained that Carnyx had some business to 
finish and that Daisy had pointed me to Blue and his family 
because she thought they could help facilitate the last steps 
of the plan. 

My apprehension about that being a viable possibility 
must have shown on my face or in my voice, because once 
the kitchen was sparkling clean, they asked me if I wanted 
to take a ride with them in such a way that led me to believe 
it was more than a tour of the Reservation. Husbands and 
wives have a secret language after decades together - I felt 
them talking about me with their eyes in a way that said I 
was really missing something big. I looked at Nana River to 
translate but she just smiled a knowing smile and resumed 
folding the birch bark in her hands. 

“Sure, I'll go for a ride. Can I wash up really quick?" 

“Of course! I'm so sorry," said Winnie. “I completely 
forgot what a journey it's been for you to get here. Why 
don't I take you to your home while Blue and the boys get a 
couple bikes ready for us," she said walking out the door 
into the attached garage. 

“Wait. 'My home'? “Bikes?" Too much data, not enough 
context." 

Winnie laughed causing her delicate dangling earrings to 
tinkle like tiny wind chimes, “Come on pale face...I'll show 
you how we do it on the Reservation," she said taking my 
hand and leading me out the rolled-up garage door and into 
the sun-drenched driveway. 

We walked next door to a house I'd assumed belonged to 
a neighbor. She led me up the walkway and through the 
unlocked door. “Your house," she said gesturing around the 
comfortably furnished living room. “It belongs to my 
mother, but she lives with us now so we can keep an eye on 
her and so she doesn't have to work as hard keeping up a 



whole house and doing all her own cooking. There's really 
no one to sell it to since only Red Lake Chippewa can live 
here and no one is looking to buy a home right now, so we 
use it for rare guests and one of our boys will probably take 
it over when they start their own family - or sooner if I kick 
one of them out!" she said over the roar of revving 
motorcycles coming from her driveway. "Why don't you get 
your bags out of your car and freshen up. When you're 
done, come back over and we'll take you for that ride," she 
said with a wink that told me I was really in for something. 

As we walked out the front door together, me heading to 
my car and she heading home, I almost asked her for keys to 
the house then realized how insulting that would have been 
and bit my tongue. 

As I approached my car I realized someone was crouched 
behind her hatchback. It was Blue and one of the rowdy 
bunch from the kitchen. 

"Whatcha doin'?" I asked in a sing-song voice with a 
raised eyebrow when I saw my license plate on the ground 
and them bolting a new one in its place. 

"Well, the dirt on the car is good camo, but having 
Reservation plates is another layer of subterfuge," said Blue 
stepping back to admire his handiwork. 

"Reservation plates?" I asked confused for the eightieth 
time that morning. 

"It's pretty gangster being your own sovereign nation," 
he said with a wicked grin as he handed a screwdriver and a 
second plate to his assistant who walked to the front of my 
car. "No one will hassle you here if you have them on your 
car, and if you leave for any reason, most people outside of 
the Reservation will just ignore you. It's kind of like having 
diplomatic plates - well, unless you're a Chippewa man 
driving off the Reservation with Red Lake plates, then you're 
wearing a target...but that's another story for another time," 
he said popping the hatch of my car, lifting it open, pulling 
out my suitcases, and setting them on the road. 



The teenager who'd changed out my front plate came 
around the back of the car and handed his father my old 
plate, “Hawk, this is Laura. Laura this is my youngest son. 
Hawk." 

“Hi, nice to meet you," I said extending my hand. 

“You too," he said taking my right hand in his own and 
looking straight into my eyes with eyes as shockingly green 
as my own. A smile played on his lips as he saw the effect of 
his stare register on my face. “You have pretty eyes," he 
said. 

“Back at ya," I responded wondering how much Viking 
Irish he carried, or if perchance he was a very distant cousin 
through Aza. 

Add that to the list of things to ask Aza, right under 
glowing Orb pieces, I thought to myself. 

“Hawk, help Laura get her bags into Nana's house," said 
Blue handing him two of the three small suitcases sitting on 
the asphalt. 

Setting the bags inside the door. Hawk left without a 
sound. I turned around to thank him and realized I was 
alone in Nana River's living room. I was too tired to stop 
moving and there was too much to digest, with more to 
come I suspected, so like a shark I kept swimming. A wash 
cloth wipe-down and a change of clothes later and I was 
standing with Blue and Winnie in their driveway being 
handed a helmet. 

“I, um, can't ride," I said seeing three bikes lined up to 
head out. 

“We know. Daisy told us. The third bike is for Hawk. 
You'll ride with me," said Blue mounting a, nearest I could 
tell, circa WWII Indian with an attached side car, and turning 
over its engine. 

“Okay then..." I said as I folded myself into the tiny pod, 
reminding myself to kill Daisy the next time I saw her, for all 
the reasons! 

Winnie and Hawk fired up their bikes - a couple of, if I 
had to guess based on the ones I'd seen Marines and Sailors 



lane-splitting all over San Diego on, Japanese racing models 
- and we were off. I didn't get much in the way of an audio 
guided tour owing to the inability to hear anyone over the 
noise of the bikes and lack of proximity to my tour guides, 
but it was pretty easy to get the lay of the land... 
Neighborhoods, schools, businesses, all laid out just like any 
other community outside the boundaries of the Reservation. 

I was a little confused when they forked off a main paved 
road onto a hard dirt track that I knew from looking at my 
map the week before, led in the general direction of South 
Red Lake...0/cay, maybe they're taking me to see the lake? I 
wondered to myself. Exhaustion and being in unfamiliar 
territory was beginning to take a toll on my brain functions, 
and I really just wanted understand why the hell Daisy had 
sent me here for the final phase of our plan. She'd assured 
me that it would be the perfect place to hunker down once 
Torpor had been launched, but she hadn't explained why 
and I was quickly reaching the end of my patience. 

Another fork down a road under a canopy of trees and I 
was about to tug on Blue's pants leg to beg him to stop and 
let me out for a walk to stretch my knees and stop the 
incessant bouncing, but then he stopped on his own at a 
fork between the track we were on and a narrow foot path. 

“The sidecar won't fit where we're going, so you'll have to 
ride with Hawk - Winnie and I will lead on her bike." 

I climbed out of the sidecar, looked up the path, actually 
it was more like an oval shaped tunnel formed between 
earth and trees, looked back at the bike riders, and just said, 
“Nope. I'm fried. I can't go any further." 

“Trust me, you'll want to see this," said Blue. 

“Trust you? I don't even know you. Look, I love Daisy and 
I'm grateful to have a roof over my head for the next couple 
of days, but I need to get to a computer, or at least a TV, 
something is supposed to happen today and I've got a job to 
do..." 

“We know," said Winnie. 



“What do you mean, you know?" I asked crossing my 
arms and mentally digging in my heels. Something was up 
with these people and I wasn't going any further until I 
figured out what it was. I'd not used the Thought Stone out 
of respect, but I was about to unfurl my arms and clasp it 
behind my back when I noticed a tattoo on Hawk's inner 
right wrist...I walked forward and grabbed his hand from the 
handlebar of his bike, turning it over to get a closer look. I 
must have missed it earlier when we shook hands because I 
was so taken with his eyes, but he had a tattoo of three 
trees, so similar to the one on Kurt's calf and the charms 
worn by Lucille and Daisy, it couldn't have been a 
coincidence. 

I stared hard into his eyes and then looked at Winnie. 
She pulled a pendant from under her shirt - a dead ringer for 
Lucille and Daisy's three trees set into a ring - and dropped 
it over her breasts. I looked at Blue for confirmation of what 
I was computing...He turned around and lifted his long, 
shiny blue-black braid to expose the nape of his neck where 
he'd had the Maquis symbol seen in Star Trek Voyager 
tattooed in red ink. 

“Oh for the love of carp! You guys could have just told 
me! Hell, Daisy could have told me!" 

“But where's the fun in that?" laughed Blue turning pink 
with mirth under his brown skin. 

“You guys suck!" I said climbing on the back of Hawk's 
bike. 

“Consider it an initiation," said Winnie from the front of 
her bike as Blue climbed on behind her. 

We rode slowly down the narrow sun speckled 
passageway and emerged in a small clearing surrounded by 
old forest. Set in the center, like a cameo in a green 
enameled brooch, was a small cottage built of weathered 
grey stone. 

“Welcome to the clubhouse," said Winnie dismounting 
and removing her helmet. 



“Is this where we drink from the skull of a dead bird and 
burn locks of our hair like some Ivy League not-so-secret 
society?" I asked sarcastically but with a tinge of l-hope-the- 
hell-not as I climbed off the back of Hawk's bike. 

"The thing about secret societies is that they are usually 
filled with big egos - and big egos have to brag, negating 
the whole secret thing...Secret societies and exclusive clubs 
you hear spoken about it hushed tones and mysterious 
articles are just psychological marketing scams trying to 
create interest in their pathetic little groups because it 
boosts their ego, gives them power and/or makes them 
money. We aren't that insecure. We don't want to 
manipulate people into joining us so they feel cool, we want 
people who are cool and don't need to be stroked," 
explained Winnie as we walked up three wooden steps onto 
the porch of the cottage. 

"All of which is the long version of our motto. No Dicks," 
chuckled Blue as he unlocked the door with an ancient 
looking key and pushed it open. 

I looked up at the varnished lintel as I crossed the 
threshold and saw three symbols that looked like runes 
carved into the underside. 

The inside was cool even though outside it was in the 80s 
and sunlight bent at weird angles through the 19 *^ century 
window glass. The clubhouse was a one room house with 
roughhewn but satiny age-smoothed hardwood floors and a 
wood burning stove in the far-left corner above which 
perched a few cooking implements and a mix-matched dish 
service for four. A table big enough to seat four with a 
centerpiece of thick pillar candles occupied much of the left 
side of the room. On the right side of the room, facing the 
window next to the front door there was couch, which I 
assumed folded out into a bed. Under that same window sat 
a combo TV/VCR on an antique trunk. Every bit of other wall 
space was lined with reading material - books, periodicals, 
binders, and rolled up maps and documents. Sharing the 
shelves with the mini Library of Alexandria were more 



candles, and dozens of small curiosities - tiny skulls, pine 
cones, nuts, miniature birch bark canoes, carved wooden 
figures of various animals, and what looked like motorcycle 
parts, just to name a few. 

Hawk broke the spell. “Can we show her?" he asked with 
the excitement of a small child on Christmas morning. 

Blue smiled at his son's exuberance and said, “Lead the 
way." 

Hawk closed the drapes by the front door while his 
mother closed the ones at the back of the house. Blue 
retrieved two flashlights from beside the trunk and Hawk 
walked to the edge of the rug that occupied the floor 
between the couch and the TV and began rolling it up 
revealing, of course, a trap door! 

“You couldn't make this stuff up!" I said starting to feel 
infected by Hawk's enthusiasm as he lifted the door 
exposing a single stone step followed by blackness. 

Blue handed Hawk one of the flash lights and motioned 
me to follow him down. 

Fifteen steps I counted before we reached the bottom. 
Hawk walked ahead of me into some sort of room and turned 
on a set of lights as his parents joined us. 

I laughed out loud - it was a miniature version of Max's 
burrow. Computer work stations, a table and chairs, a white 
board, and of course shelves filled with books, documents, 
devices, equipment, and office supplies. 

“What's so funny?" asked Hawk looking hurt. 

“Nothing Darlin', not a damn thing. This is amazing! I 
laughed because it reminds me of another Wick Burner 
burrow and I was thinking all of you are just too damn clever 
to be human," I said grabbing his arm and resting my head 
on his shoulder. 

“Who? Who's the other Burner?" he asked intrigued. 

“Is it okay to share that info," I asked Winnie, “Or is it like 
AA where you're not supposed to talk about other 
members?" 



Winnie laughed, “No, it's okay in this case. I know you 
mean Max. I met her once, she actually helped us build this 
place in a way. I used to work at a university for the dorm 
cleaning service. One of the employee benefits was that I 
could take classes for a fraction of the regular tuition cost, so 
I enrolled. This was before Blue and I were married, before 
we had kids. It was the early '90s and the school was just 
starting a computer science degree program so it was easy 
to get into the classes - not much competition and no wait 
lists - so I enrolled in a couple. One class had a guest 
lecturer - Max. I waited until after class to talk to her, I was 
drawn to her, you know what a force of nature she is... 
Anyway, we started talking about the ways computer 
science could diverge - how it could go in one direction that 
really helped people or that it could go down the path Orwell 
imagined, but on a much worse scale. I guess she checked 
into me and somehow, she put it together that Oliver and 
Daisy knew Blue, who I was dating at the time. She set all 
this in motion. I found out later she made sure I had the 
money to finish my degree by creating grants only I could 
qualify for and she told Oliver to help us set up this burrow 
as you call it and funded the whole thing. And I in turn 
worked for her even though I never met her again. I'd get a 
few assignments from her every year. They really helped us 
financially while Blue got the bike shop up and running. 
One of the assignments a couple years ago was to train 
Hawk - apparently, she'd kept an eye on him and saw in him 
the talent for math, writing software...a 21st century warrior I 
guess. Our other two sons know about this place, they know 
Mom works with computers and that Hawk is training to do 
the same, but they don't know what it's really all about, and 
we keep it that way for obvious safety reasons. No one else 
on the Reservation knows that we have this kind of tech out 
here, hell most of the Reservation is still rooted in the first 
half of the 20 *^ century. It's nearly impossible to get 
providers to run cable for television out here much less set 
up cell phone towers or internet access because there just 



isn't any money in it for them when you look at how few 
people live here and how little disposable income most of us 
have. I resented it for a long time and considered asking 
Max to let us share the access line she and Oliver had 
somehow paid to have put in using some LLC, but now I'm 
glad I didn't. My tribe is safer NOT being connected to the 
web and cell phone providers!" 

"Ain't that the truth," I said. 

"Will someone turn these blasted things on? Let's see 
what Carnyx and the Wick Burners hath wrought!" 
exclaimed Blue. 

Over an internet cable owned by one of the many 
ancient, buried, nearly dormant LLCs owned by a Wick- 
Burner-controlled megacorp, we connected to the outside 
world via computers routed over a network of other systems 
all running the same anonymizing software to prevent 
anyone from backtracking and finding the Red Lake 
network. 

The Wick Burners had struck...Torpor had been 
activated...The world was in chaos. News headlines 
screamed Wall Street Hijacked! Credit Reporting Agencies 
and Data Brokers Offline! IRS Website Goes Dark! London 
Stock Exchange Frozen! UK Revenue and Customs Closed! 
Canadian Government Sites Hacked! Mexico In Chaos as 
Government Locked Out! 

Max had flipped the switch. She, and I assumed some 
cadre of Wick Burners, now controlled, and had put into a 
state of torpor, four of the largest roadblocks to a national 
Strike - stock markets, tax collectors, credit reporting 
agencies, and data brokers. For now, they were leaving 
internet providers, social media companies, media, utilities, 
intelligence, banks, benefit systems, and the military alone - 
but only for now. 

I knew, from watching Max, Lucille, Oliver, Kurt, and 
Friedman design the Torpor software, that all the monitors 
connected to affected computer systems were displaying 



one of three “designs” they'd come up with - Flying Unicorn 
Toasters, a GIF of a slyly grinning Prince shaking his head, or 
the part of The Cranberries' Zombie video where Dolores is 
painted gold. Anyone trying to log into any of the Torpored 
systems would have two options - watch the design or just 
shut off the monitor...They weren't getting into their 
systems unless the Wick Burners let them! 

The newspapers and news stations had no clue how to 
even report on what they were hearing from their reporters 
in the field. The government had gone virtually silent, save 
for the handful of Congress members who used the 
opportunity to say a little, “I told you so. I told you our 
infrastructure was weak and that lax oversight over 
corporations who build and use the internet for everything 
would be a nightmare!” 

Now it was our turn to use the Red Lake facility to 
communicate to the world what was really going on. 

My mission was two-fold - encourage universal striking 
and present our demands to the world. 

“I wasn't ready for this. I mean I knew it was coming, but 
Max and I agreed that we'd post the Demands the same time 
Torpor was launched. I don't have them. I'm not ready,” I 
said looking at Winnie and Blue, the panic making me flush. 
This was the moment and I was going to blow it because I'd 
lose the effect of the one-two punch on the public. 

“We've got this,” said Winnie. “Where are the Demands? 
A thumb drive? I've seen some of the Demands, but I 
understand you were supposed to have been sent a final 
draft.” 

“I was. They're on sheets of paper in a book at your 
mom's house, in my suitcase.” 

“Hawk, go back for her book...” said Winnie to Hawk's 
back as he was two steps ahead of her. 

“It's an antique book about German families of the 
Palatine...” I called as he took the stairs two at a time. 



I looked at Winnie on my left and Blue my right. “Well, 
we may as well get started with some informational 
assistance while we wait," I said. 

We peered at the Hisser post I'd composed glaring back 
at us from the computer monitor... 

Strike NOW! Now is our time! We contro! the 
future! 

Stay at home. Refuse to work, refuse to attend 
schooi, 

refuse to pay your biiis! Strike peacefuiiy for your 
rights! 

No one had given me a script. No one had even 
suggested what words to use. I'd just been told that Carnyx 
was going to take credit for Torpor and encourage people to 
Strike once they were protected by a shut-down of the 
economic grist mill to which most people are yoked. 

“Is it okay?" I asked, my hand resting on the mouse, 
ready to send the post. 

“It's fine," said Blue. 

“Fine?" I asked a little indignant. “This is history in the 
making, this is our Declaration, our “We hold these truths to 
be self-evident," moment. It can't be fine\'' 

“No one writes like that anymore...and damn sure no one 
understands \Nht\ng like that anymore," said Blue. 

“We're not trying to start a new country, we're just trying 
to save the old one. We don't have to be poetic," said 
Winnie coming up behind me and placing her hand over 
mine on the mouse. 

Blue followed suit and together the three of us clicked the 
mouse and sent the post into the ether. 

A series of posts flew quickly from there: 

We contro! the internet and wireiess providers' 

systems. 



They can't track you, spy on your 
conversations, 

or shut off your service. 

They can't throttie you. 

They can't even charge you for usage. 

But we can do aii of the above - so don't abuse 

the occasion. 

No stock trading. 

The markets in The Americas, Canada, Europe, and 
parts of the 

Middie East are controiied by us and wiii remain 
off-iine. 

No one can profit from the ioss of business if you 
Strike from 

your job untii our demands are met. 

No rotten credit reporting agencies and viie data 
brokers means no one to track your payment 
history and threaten you with bad credit if you go 
on Strike from paying your biiis untii our demands 
are met. 

Tax coiiection is offline. No one can take taxes 
from those of you who continue to work and shop - 
you do not have to fund our asinine governments 
which do not protect our Inaiienabie Rights to Life, 
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness. 

More agencies, organizations, and corporations wiii 
be put to sieep 

in the coming days. Prepare to Strike!!! No 
vioience. No hate. 

Just stop piaying the game untii we're treated with 
the respect 

we deserve and our rights are returned to us. 



1/l/e do not have to Just accept things the way they 
are. It hasn't always been this way The Baby 
Boomer Generation gobbled up the world like a 
plague of locusts and many people have forgotten 
what the world was like before they took over. 
First, they destroyed our opportunities for secure 
jobs, fair wages, affordable housing, and 
reasonable education costs, and now they are the 
largest group of welfare queens to ever demand 
benefits. It's time to take back our rights to Life, 
Liberty, and the Pursuit of Happiness. Our job is 
not to make the rich richer or support lazy, entitled 
people who made poor life choices. Nor Is it to 
breed just to create a new generation of 
indentured servants to serve and enrich their 
eiders. We're entitled to a life free of fear. 

Our governments have colluded with corporate 
executives to dilute education, tie healthcare to 
jobs, and make us slaves to debt - because when 
we're dumb, afraid, and in debt we are docile. 
They keep us on 

short leashes and choke chains. This is your one 
life - are you going to demand your rights or are 
you going to choose to be a good little lamb led to 
slaughter? 

A warning to people who wish America and Europe 
and Canada harm...DO NOT EVEN THINK ABOUT 
ATTACKING US IN ANY WAY while we work out our 
issues! We are watching and we are in your 
systems too. Do not test us, you won't like us 
when we're mad! 

If you are tired of the dishonorable, the selfish, the 
greedy, and the 



hateful commanding your lives, then Strike - not 
with violence, but 
by standing still. 

If you are frustrated because you obey the laws 
and mount a license 

plate to your front bumper, use turn signals, stop 
at red lights, pay the 

taxes you legitimately owe rather than creating 
shell companies in 

your children's names to hide the money, call for a 
ride when you're 

drunk, refuse to call elderly people and scam 
them, and pick up your 

dog's crap...then now is the time to Strike back 
against the people who 

infringe on your rights by breaking all the laws and 
those who let 

them get away with it. 

Question everything! Stop believing things just 
because you hear it 

on the news or social media. Research, challenge, 
and listen. Stop 

allowing yourself to be manipulated by people who 
are only looking 

out for themselves. The poseurs will expose 
themselves with half-truths and lies when you ask 
hard questions and examine the answers. If you 
won't fight for yourself and your family - then 
don't be surprised when you get bulldozed by 
greed. 

Our leaders have lost all credibility. When they 
owe their positions to corporations and foreign 
governments and spend their days meeting with 
lobbyists instead of constituents, they don't 



deserve our respect. When Judges and lawyers 
blatantly play by two sets of rules based upon skin 
color and wealth, they don't deserve our respect. 
When corporate leaders break the law and get to 
keep their Jobs and freedoms while average 
citizens end up homeless and unemployed over 
minor Infractions, the system doesn't deserve our 
respect. You cannot demand respect If you are not 
willing to extend It. People In positons of power 
should be held to the highest standards and be 
accountable to the same laws as everyone else. 
Lies should not be rewarded with attention and 
power. Cheating should not lead to winning. If we 
allow certain people to exist as If the laws of the 
country and the standards of ethics don't apply to 
them, we can't expect the rest of the people to 
abide by them. 

A country Is a family - not a business. 

A family consists of many different people who 
each contribute different skills and assets to the 
whole. A family Is strongest when the members 
listen to and respect each other. A family Is safest 
when they stick together and don't fling shit Into 
their neighbor's windows. 

But our countries are run like corporations. Our 
countries demand that we break our backs for 5% 
growth every year. It's unsustainable! 

Citizens have become slaves to corporations. We 
are told to buy more 

things and spend more on necessities. We are told 
to take wage cuts, 

work more hours to do the Jobs of the people laid 
off so that the company can use those savings to 
meet analysts' quarterly expectations and keep 
executive's stock shares Inflated. We're told to 
have more children so that we feel obligated to 



work without complaint to support them, and so 
that those children can become the next 
generation of slaves and support us via 
entitlements if we can live to the new benefit age 
of 72. 


It's time to realize that life does not have to be like 

this. 

It's time to question everything and demand back 
our freedoms. 

It's time to hold bad leaders accountable. 

It's time to hold bad citizens accountable. 

Strike for a Demand from our list or one of your 

own. 

Strike for leadership that knows right from wrong 
and cares 

more for people and country than money and 
power. 

"These are the times that try [wo]men's souls. 
The summer soldier 

and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink 
from the service of 

their country, but [s]he that [Strikes] now, 

deserves the love and thanks of man and woman. 

Tyranny, like hell, is not easily conquered..." 

-Thomas Paine - mostly. 

Hawk returned quicker than I thought possible, book in 
hand. I disassembled the spine and removed the folded 
pages printed with the final Demands. Some were on behalf 
of the US specifically, including those living in Sovereign 
Native American Nations; some were relating to our 
neighbors to the north and south, while others were tailored 
for cousins across the pond. I gave my new friends a quiet 



moment to read them then asked, “Okay, where can I scan 
these to create some uploadable JPEGs?" 

Hawk took the pages and using another computer, 
connected to an old, non-wireless printer/scanner/copier/fax 
machine, created a file upon a CD into which he'd burned 
clean images of the Demand pages - images with no 
metadata attached to them, metadata that could be used to 
try to find us. 

I created one last post for the day and attached the 
images containing our Demands. 

These are our Demands. 

If you agree with all, some, or even just one, join 
us & Strike. 

If you don't, we respect your right to choose. 

Let the Will of the People be known! 

DEMAND: President Trottel must resign! 

DEMAND: The entire US Congress must resign so 
that we can clean out the rot with a new, 
legitimate election devoid of outside interference, 
gerrymandering, and corruption! If the majority of 
Congress brought their lazy, do-nothing work ethic 
to jobs in corporate America or the US military, 
they'd be fired or dishonorably discharged for 
failing to meet even the most basic of 
expectations. The fact there are Americans who 
accept such poor job performance from the men 
and women hired to represent them is an 
internationai embarrassment! 

DEMAND: New US election! 

A dean, civil election wherein media wiii be 
required to give equai space and time to any 
candidate wiiiing to run. No more editorial board, 
union, or peer endorsements meant to manipuiate 



voters into casting their baiiot for the candidates 
you want Everyone has opinions - you want to 
share yours? Do it iike everyone eise - over a 
famiiy dinner or at a candidate event where your 
voice isn't the oniy one being heard and peopie 
have an opportunity to confront you and fact 
check you. 

Candidates wiii be required to disciose current tax 
returns. 

They wiii be required to actuaiiy answer questions 
- unscripted and unfiitered questions posed by 
random Americans instead of pre-chosen, pre¬ 
screened citizens and softbaii-tossing "journaiists". 
Answers must be honest and dear. 

Lying, vague answers, and word chowder meant to 
confuse and sidestep wiii be grounds for endiess 
ridicuie and rotten fruit throwing. 

Don't forget - we have fiies on aii of you. 

The whoie worid does! 

We won't be fooied again! 

We win have an honest, transparent government 
that puts citizens before party, ego, and personai 
gain. 

DEMAND: New US campaign funding ruies 
inciuding maximum spending iimits by, and on 
behaif of, each candidate per eiection cycie. 
if Lincoin couid win with $3m - so can you. 

As Tim Gunn wouid say - Make it work! 

Donations must be anonymized so that 
candidates' ioyaity is not be hoi den to anyone. 

One donation clearing house wiii record and 
disburse anonymous funds to campaigns. 

If a RAC spends money to support or endorse you, 
you must recuse yourself from involvement in any 
policy, rule, or law that would benefit members of 



or contributors to that PAC. PAC members and 
their donors shaii be pubiiciy named. 

No more dark money from foreign and domestic 
puppet masters. 

No more Boss Tweeds! No more poiiticians 
indebted to donors! 

DEMAND: Term iimits! 

US Congress members - Two terms for Senators, 
Five for House Reps. 

US Supreme Court - 10 years. 

DEMAND: Aii of America shouid get to vote on US 
Senators. 

If Senators get to make laws and confirm cabinet 
members and Supreme Court Justices that rule 
over all of America, then we should all have a say 
in all 100 Senators. 

No Senator from Georgia should get to vote on 
something that effects someone in California, 
unless that someone in California gets to vote on 
the Georgia Senator. 

Residents of each state should be allowed to vote 
on all US Representatives in their state. No more 
forcing us into gerrymandered districts unable to 
vote for all the people who represent our entire 
state. 

DEMAND: No more electoral college! One person, 
one vote! 

It's time to clean the skeletons from our closets 
and change laws put into place by men who 
thought educating women was a waste of time 
and owning human beings was acceptable. 

DEMAND: No more voter suppression! No more 
voter intimidation! No more disenfranchisement 



of voters based on race, finances, and gender. 
Strict protection of voter information. No more 
selling the names, dates of birth, addresses, 
drivers' license numbers, and partial social 
security numbers to anyone who asks for them. 
It's the Century - we should be able to get 
everyone legally registered to vote, protect their 
privacy from stalkers, journalists, researchers, and 
anonymous political committees. We should 
encourage voters to exercise their Constitutional 
right to vote securely and privately. 

Divided we faII... to the corrupt and bigoted. 

DEMAND: Transparency in healthcare. Hospital, 
clinics, doctors, and biotech companies should not 
be able to ruin people's lives via extortion. People 
should not have to choose between medical care 
and feeding their children. Treatment costs should 
be fair, disclosed upfront, and universal to each 
facility, test, and treatment. 

An aspirin, blood test, or IV should not cost more 
or less depending on a patient's insurance or lack 
thereof The only variable in healthcare should be 
based on the hourly rate of the professional 
providing treatment because location and 
expertise is a factor in wages. Humans are not 
profit centers for investors and executives. 

DEMAND: Medicare buy-in option for all 

Americans shall be made available on a sliding 
scale proportionate to income, with premiums 
adjustable against deductibles based on personal 
needs. 

Funnel the money spent on Medicaid to Medicare 
and let anyone who wants to, buy into Medicare. 
Affordable coverage for individual needs that 
doesn't keep you enslaved to a job where your 



boss abuses you, and which travels across state 
lines so you don't have to waste hours of your life 
enrolling in different programs every time you 
move for a new job because you got laid off in yet 
another corporate restructuring meant to 
artificially prop up share prices. 

Private insurance companies make profits by 
denying coverage and excluding treatments, while 
simultaneously raising premiums and increasing 
deductibles. 

No more middlemen profiting from medical 
treatment and medication. 

They want you to die without using benefits! 

It makes them richer than they already are. 

They don't want you to question why a medication 
costs so much. 

For-profit health insurance is an abomination! 
Forcing Americans to pay exorbitant costs for 
private insurance that does nothing to prevent 
financially crippling bills because hospitals, 
insurance companies, and the biotech industry 
work in concert to squeeze every last cent from 
our sick and injured bodes is an abomination. 
Additionally, retired Americans abusing the welfare 
system through unhealthy living choices will be 
upcharged accordingly. 

We're all sick of paying for others' selfish choices! 
if you want to smoke, drink, do other drugs, eat 
unhealthy foods, have unprotected sex, diddle 
your phone and drive, and refuse to exercise 
because overpriced medications that make drug 
companies and pharmacy benefit managers rich 
are keeping you alive- then you get to pay full fare 
for those medications and extra for required 
treatment resulting from your poor life choices! 
Accountability for all is the new black! 



DEMAND: A national Right to Die with Dignity law. 
Why do we nnake humans suffer through disease 
and injury? Why do we make them bear the guilt 
of bankrupting their families and stealing the lives 
of their loved ones who care for them? The 
decision to die on one's own terms should be a 
human right. Every person should get to decide 
when their quality of life is no longer tolerable and 
be able to make the decision to end their life on 
their terms with medical assistance. We torture 
people to keep them alive. We force them into 
financial ruin. We make their families give up their 
lives Just to watch them suffer. We deserve the 
right to choose! 

DEMAND: Stop attacking women! We're done 
being your forced brood mares! No one WANTS to 
have an abortion, but many women choose to 
have one for personal, private reasons. No one 
has a right to tell a woman that she must bear the 
physical, emotional, and financial burden of 
carrying, delivering, and giving up for adoption or 
raising a child - especially given the man 
responsible for fertilizing the egg gets a free pass 
from the stress, pain, loss of Jobs and wages, 
financial costs, and humiliation heaped upon 
women during pregnancy - especially when they 
are young and unwed. The hypocrisy of the anti¬ 
choice movement is shocking in an alleged 
civilized society - you threaten, intimidate, and 
murder until you force women to have unwanted 
children. When those children are born, you turn 
your backs on them, refusing to provide education, 
health care, security. You advocate for the death 
penalty for children who grow up without proper 
parents. You force women to have babies that you 
then want to murder when you are unhappy with 



their behavior. Aii whiie giving the fathers a free 
pass. You want to stop abortions? Pass iaws that 
force the father of these biastocysts and embryos 
to waik the same exact pubiic miie of humiiiation 
and fear and stress the women they impregnated 
have to waik. Force these men to be responsibie 
for haif of every doiiar spent to care for that chiid 
untii its eighteenth birthday, if men suddeniy have 
to be responsibie for the entire 18 years and 9 
months of the chiid they fifty percent created - i 
guarantee you, unwanted pregnancy numbers wiii 
piummet. 

DEMAND: Common sense gun controi that takes 
assauit weapons out of the hands of peopie who 
just do not need them. 

Mass shootings and attacks of other kinds have 
their genesis in the biood-soaked soii of recent 
poiiticai decisions and bad parenting. 

We must address the anger, mentai iiiness issues, 
iack of options, and missing coping skiiis that 
create circumstances in which acts of vioient 
cowardice fiourish, but we a iso have to recognize 
that we make it easier for innocent iives to be 
destroyed when we don't take responsibiiity for 
reguiating access to the toois of destruction. 

We need to take a hoiistic approach preventing the 
murder of innocent peopie. We need to address 
the faiiings of the Veterans' Administration, our 
heaithcare system, our education system, our gun 
iaws, and our compiete unwiiiingness to hoid 
anyone accountabie. 

Strike to protect our chiidren from iazy, greedy 
poiiticians, and the murderers and accessories to 
murder they protect. 



DEMAND: US agencies must be run for benefit of 
citizens, not corporations. 

Civiiian oversight committees wiii monitor poiicy 
design and impiementation of agencies to 
guarantee protection of environment, protection of 
students, etc. 

Committee members wiii be voiunteers 
compensated via a Tax credit. 

No more secret poiicies catering to corporations. 

No more iax enforcement of poiicies to protect 
corporations. 

It is not our government's job to protect 
corporations! 

DEMAND: The legacy of the men and women who 
died and were injured in every war - all in the 
name of lies perpetrated by abhorrent zealots and 
war profiteers - will be twofold. 

First, never again! 

And second, the Veterans' Administration will be 
taken over by competent people. 

We gave you a chance a year ago and you spat in 
our faces! 

You have done nothing to correct your failings. 
Soldiers are dying in wars no one wants and by 
their own hands in a private war of guilt, stress, 
and conscience you force them to fight. 

Military leaders have disgraced their uniforms and 
violated their oaths by stepping on lower ranks 
and serving them up as sacrificial lambs to further 
their own careers, and enrich politicians and 
corporate executives. 

The entire military organization must be cleared 
out and new leadership seated. We demand a 
leadership worthy of the honor of commanding the 
Americans who VOLUNTEER to defend this country 
and her citizens. 



start packing your boxes - we're conning for you! 
We know who you are and everything about you, 
courtesy of Augustine Survey and Meivin 
Merchant. 

DEMAND: The budget aiiocated to the miiitary wii! 
be spent first and foremost, for the benefit of the 
men and women who risk their iives to protect us - 
fair wages, safe housing for them and their 
famines, equipment that meets the highest 
standards for safety and accuracy, the best 
inteiiigence money can buy, and ieadership that 
doesn't shame service members who ask for heip 
or compiain about substandard conditions. We 
win no ionger a How the miiitary to be the sheii 
company that funneis tax payer doiiars to corrupt 
executives at the expense of the men and women 
who voiunteer to serve, and their innocent 
chiidren. 

We win no ionger a How the miiitary and the private 
companies to whom they shirked their duties, to 
buiiy the men, women, & chiidren who sacrifice for 
a a our countries' safety. 

DEMAND: Taxpayer money is not a siush fund for 
poiiticians to biow on bribes, nation buiiding, and 
iining the pockets of their buddies who own private 
miiitary and security companies. 

You're not making the worid a safer piace, you're 
funding terrorists with tax payers' money. You're 
funding poppy growers, gun manufacturers, and 
bigots with tax payers' money. And you He to the 
pubiic about it. if an American sends money to an 
organization that pians an attack - they rightfuiiy 
go to jaii, but when Congress funds men and 
women who biow up American soidiers it's just the 



cost of doing business? Can you aii even see 
through aii the hypocrisy? 

DEMAND: Legaiize aii currentiy iiiegai drugs. 

If people want to take cocaine, heroin, LSD, pot, 
meth, etc. - let 'em! 

We'll buy you a hotel in the middle of nowhere and 
let you kill yourself in a dean room with dean 
needles and FDA tested drugs if that's what your 
life is - it'll be a hell of a lot cheaper than the 
current system whereby we allow you to break into 
our cars and homes to steal from us, costing us 
money to repair and replace our property and pay 
higher insurance rates as a result. A system which 
forces us to pay for your medical treatment and 
court costs and prison time, during which you are 
doing nothing to get off drugs because you're just 
that stupid and our system is designed to keep 
you that stupid because certain people make a lot 
of money off you being that stupid. 

We the People are sick to death of paying to 
medically treat you, prosecute you, and house you 
in prisons over and over. 

We're sick of a system that rewards corporate- 
owned private prisons with tax-payer money for 
abusing people and sending them back to the 
streets to re-offend and continue the cycle. 

We're sick of the violence that spreads from South 
America to Canada and east to Europe, 
if alcohol is legal, if tobacco is protected, if 
prescription opioids and anti-depressants are 
legally marketed like breath mints - it's laughable 
that the other mind-altering substances are not 
allowed the same status. 

We would rather have the substances sold legally 
so they can be regulated for safety and taxed. 



As usual - endangering anyone while under the 
influence of a mind-altering substance is illegal. 
You drink and drive - you Go to Jail for 5 years of 
hard labor. You do heroin and show up for work - 
you lose your job, and/or go to Jail if you hurt 
anyone. 

But let's stop the hypocrisy, bigotry, and 
profiteering that results from keeping some drugs 
Illegal. 

Note: I'll bet you a box of stuffed Jiggiypuffs that 
when people are educated, happy, and devoid of 
constant fear - the need to self-medicate will 
recede and we'll see a drastic decrease in drug 
usage - both of the currently legal and illegal 
kinds. 

DEMAND: We will never fly again until airlines stop 
treating us like cargo! Travelers' rights! Safe, 
dean, reasonably comfortable accommodations 
guaranteed by our purchase of a ticket. No more 
double bookings. Coach seat pitch adjusted to fit 
passengers larger than 3ft tall and 75lbs! 
Unregulated fee gouging enabled by congress in 
exchange for campaign donations will stop! 

You get the idea! 

We refuse to pay hundreds of dollars to be abused! 
Since our government won't protect us, we quit 

you! 


DEMAND: We will never fly again until the TSA 
stops treating us all like criminals. The 
Constitution does not dissolve at the border of the 
airport property. 

We have rights, and we demand them! 

The TSA does not make us safer. 

Tech corporations exploiting fear for profits do not 
make us safer. 



DEMAND: Reorganize the UK national health 
service to nnake it viable again. 

Stop profit-mongering health care! 

Stop the bloated bureaucracy that wastes money. 
Stop the lies about needed budget cuts! 

Get your priorities in order. A healthy citizenry 
equals a healthy economy. 

Make citizens accountable for their choices - 
Teach healthy living and make people responsible 
for keeping costs down! 

DEMAND: Housing laws to guarantee safe and 
affordable domiciles in all countries! 

Remember Grenfell! 

Stop letting foreigners and investment 
corporations buy up all available housing thereby 
shrinking access, raising prices, and forcing people 
into rentals where there is no ability to save to buy 
and very few means to demand safe, dean, 
functioning accommodations. 

We need renters' rights with bite! Tax breaks for all 
renters! 

If landlords demand credit checks, bank 
statements, employment verification, and 
references - then renters get the same information 
on them! No more slum lords! 

No more tax breaks for homeowners while shafting 
renters. 

No more foreclosed rentals, stolen deposits, and 
rotting homes! 

DEMAND: An agreement between Israel and their 
Muslim neighbors to stop the violence! Enough is 
enough. 

What was historically done to the Jews was 
obscene... 



But a civilized world population does not sit by and 
watch them now perpetrate the same abuses on 
other people. 

The rights of Israel to exist will be respected, and 
they will respect the lives and property of their 
neighbors - anything else is unacceptable 
hypocrisy The Muslim countries must find a way 
to embrace their cousins and move past centuries 
of anger, fear, and suspicion if they are to take 
their rightful place in a world of equals. For their 
parts in creating the current political climate. The 
United States and England must apologize. Our 
interference in the governments of, and theft of 
resources from, other countries must be admitted 
to if we are ever to heal old wounds. It's time to 
grow up and admit our leadership was wrong in 
the past so we can build a better future! 

DEMAND: Privacy laws to protect individuals! 

If we are required to have email just to do our 
taxes, order things online, enroll in school, apply 
for jobs, etc., and if we are often required to do 
many things online by the IRS, stores, schools, 
financial 

institutions, employers, etc., then the fact that we 
are told to have no expectation of, and 
corporations and government agencies are 
allowed to have no legal requirement to provide; 
privacy and security 

across any portion of the internet - from our ISP to 
our email provider, 

to our wireless carrier, to the IRS, banks, credit 
bureaus, employers, and schools, is completely 
intolerable! 

Citizens are sick and tired of being forced to bear 
the responsibility for cleaning up the messes - tax 
fraud, identity theft, hacked accounts, costs to 



freeze and unfreeze credit, etc. which resuit from 
the iaziness and maifeasance on the parts of 
governments and corporations which 
demand we use the internet to process everything 
yet simuitaneousiy refuse to take privacy and 
security seriousiy 

A ietter sent through the postai service and a fax 
sent over a iandiine are iegaiiy protected private 
communications - absoiuteiy nothing we do on the 
internet is! 

Companies shouid not be abie to profit off our 
bodies - aiive or dead - or our iab tests (especiaiiy 
given we pay for them!) without our permission 
and without remuneration. 

Our data is OUR data - it is unique to us. We 
shouid own it, no one shouid be abie to steai it or 
profit off of it without our consent. Our image, our 
DNA, our data - it shouid aii be ours to controi. 

DEMAND: Any company or agency that deais with 
the pubiic's finances wiii be heid accountabie for 
fraud they aid in committing by way of poor 
oversight, bad organization, and outright 
incompetence. 

Loans, benefits, reimbursements, transfers, utiiity 
account changes or ciosures, etc. must be 
requested in person and compieted oniy after 
sufficient examination of identity. No one shouid 
be abie to take out a ioan in another person's 
name over the internet, nor shouid they be abie to 
steai their phone number, sociai security checks, 
or heaith insurance benefits. We need human 
beings interfacing with human beings to prevent 
fraud. We need processes for accountabiiity and 
severe consequences for those who aiiow fraud 
within the system and to penetrate from the 
outside. The pubiic shouid no ionger have to 



shoulder the cost of lazy, cheapskate executives 
who run banks, credit bureaus, public agencies, 
health insurance companies, wireless providers, 
etc. 

DEMAND: Net neutrality! 

Regulation of internet and wireless providers! 
Emergency services should never be throttled nor 
fleeced of tax payer funds to enrich a handful of 
executives and investors! 

You will be good citizens or you will be 
nationalized! 

You will be honest with your customers or you will 
be Nationalized! 

You will not create tiers of internet access that 
disenfranchise customers and business who do not 
have financial resources to pay for first class 
service. 

You win stop misleading advertising about 
unlimited data plans when you intend to throttle 
clients down to useiess transmission speeds past 
certain usage caps. 

You win stop selling your customers' private 
information! 

Mai! = Common Carrier. 

Telephone = Telecom. 

Internet Service Provider = one or the other. 

We'il let you choose - but you will be regulated, 
you will be accountable and you will respect our 
privacy and stop reading, monitoring, tracking, 
storing, and selling our internet activities and 
communications. 

The mail services can't read our mail except in 
extreme cases where they are trying to find a way 
to deiiver a returned ietter or parcei, or by order of 
a court. 



The telephone company cannot listen in on our 
phone calls without a court order. 

The Internet Service Providers should not be 
allowed to do what mail 

and telephone companies cannot do! 

Many of us don't need you - many of us remember 
the 20^^ century and we know how to survive 
without internet and cell phones. 

You can't force us online then rape us when we 
use your services that we pay for! 

Bring back jobs at banks. In government, schools, 
and Postal Services! 

Pay people to do the jobs of some computers! 
Refuse to use online services as often as possible! 
Piss us off again and we will shut you down for 
good! 

DEMAND: Resolve the Issue of illegal immigration 
and job theft in America! 

The people who came before today's date shall be 
granted access to citizenship if they pay a fine and 
prove worthy by way of having lived honorable 
lives until now. There is no excuse for tearing 
apart families or punishing people who have 
worked hard and contributed to their new country. 
Any illegal immigrants with criminal records and/or 
no record of paying taxes into their community will 
be evicted! 

The illegal immigrants would not have come nor 
stayed if there were not jobs. To that, we bear 
responsibility for creating opportunity for them 
and need to make it right. 

Employers who provided or continue to provide 
jobs to illegal immigrants and abuse(d) the hl-b 
visa system will be fined and must submit to 
ongoing audits of all their employee records. No 
more free passes! No more stealing jobs from 



Americans and lowering our wages! No more 
overstaying your student visa and stealing jobs 
and trade secrets from Americans. 

From this date forward, anyone entering our 
borders illegally will be removed from our country 
via the nearest border, if the border countries will 
do nothing to police their own complicity in the 
issue, then they can deal with the fallout. 

We have a process for applying for citizenship and 
asylum. 

From this day forward, ignore them at your own 

peril. 


DEMAND: Work with countries beyond America's 
borders to try to facilitate a resolution to the 
issues driving people from their homes and 
sometimes into America illegally. We must stop 
interfering in other countries if we are not willing 
to commit to real aid and honor our promises. Too 
many times, we've intervened, called ourselves 
allies, then abandoned our friends when a new 
leader comes to power 

or the current one extracts whatever value they 
wanted from an alliance. We have lost the trust 
and respect of the world. 

We have no honor anymore. It's disgraceful. 

DEMAND: Environmental laws to protect the 

health of the world's citizens! Intelligent energy 
plans! 

You can sit and spin on your denial of climate 
change and its causes...but while you're doing 
that, our environment is being visibly destroyed 
and poisoned by trash, over-development of land, 
industrial and agricultural pollution, fracking, 
power generation, and too many automobiles. It is 
an undeniable fact that our water, our soil, and our 



air are becoming more and more toxic every day - 
and guess what asshoies - aii the money in the 
worid can't save you. You won't be abie to find 
dean food, water, or air just because you're part 
of the 1%. 

We need to make changes NOW to ha it and start 
to reverse the damage, it starts with education 
and continues with iaws that punish poiiuters, 
prohibit the use of toxic chemicais, encourage 
responsibie farming, deveiop ways to harness 
dean energy sources, and a caii for a reduction in 
miies driven every year aided by teiecommuting, 
providing strong iocai schoois, and finding a way 
for more peopie to be abie to iive and work in a 
singie community so that driving can be for the 
pieasure of visiting other communities, not the 
drudgery of spending 15 hours a week siogging 
from the home we can afford to the job in areas 
where we can't afford to iive. 

DEMAND: Rights of Native Americans. We demand 
a comprehensive 

examination of treaty vioiations perpetrated 
against Native Americans. We demand that 
Congress honor the Treaty of New Echota and seat 
a Cherokee Representative in the House. We can't 
daim superiority over another community whiie 
beating them into submission. We can't demand 
other countries iisten to us whiie abusing and 
steaiing from peopie in our own backyards. The 
hypocrisy must end. We are no better than those 
from history whom we most reviie if we can't begin 
to make things right with the peopie from whom 
we stoie this country. 

DEMAND: A safe, transparent food and drug 
suppiy system. We must hire more inspectors and 



give them tools powerful enough to stop people 
from thinking cutting corners and endangering the 
human and animal populations is a risk worth 
taking because all they have to do is apologize 
and pay a small fine - assuming they get caught. 
People deserve to know what's in their food and 
how it was made. We all deserve clean produce - 
free from deadly bacteria and toxins. We deserve 
to know if our foods are created in laboratories and 
choose for ourselves if we want to consume them, 
not have facts hidden from us because it means 
more profits and you think we're too stupid to 
make our own decisions. It's time to ask why the 
food industry is so afraid of transparency. 

DEMAND: Cut the choke chain around neck of the 
public held by car dealership owners. Why do they 
have laws that protect their businesses while 
customers get further and further into debt as 
prices for cars and repairs rise. The car dealership 
business model is financial vampire sucking the 
life from customers. It's bad enough that car 
manufacturers are making tech-stuffed cars that 
are more expensive to buy and repair while 
increasing the accident rates because morons are 
now driving giant smart phones and relying on 
drivers' assists rather than focusing on actual 
driving - but we also have to subsidize a few 
thousand dealership owners. There is no reason 
manufacturers can't sell directly to customers and 
provide repairs - other than the fact dealership 
owners don't want their gravy train to stop 
delivering boxcars full of cash to their Cayman 
accounts. If dealerships were operated by 
manufacturers, no one but the smarmy owners 
would lose jobs. Mechanics, salespeople, finance 
processors, receptionists, service writers, lot 



assistants...they'd all still have jobs, AND they'd 
be under the umbrella of the car makers so the 
often illegal, and always shady, antics of the 
current dealership model would no longer tarnish 
the already dulled reputations of today's car 
builders. We're sick of paying middlemen! Keep 
your hands out of our pockets! 

DEMAND: Move away from automation of 
everything. 

It makes us weak! As evidenced by the files 
created on virtually every citizen of modernized 
nations - we are exposed because banks want to 
force us onto the internet to cut Jobs to save 
money, because insurance companies want to pry 
into every corner of your life, because credit 
agencies want to sell your profile to ratings 
companies, marketing companies, and foreign 
governments; and because tech companies want 
to read your communications, spy on your 
contacts, and track your locations. 

Computers have a place in our world, but they 
make us vulnerable to the select few that control 
them and they destroy Jobs which in turn destroys 
the ability for citizens to support themselves and 
the economy. 

DEMAND: Stop the forced dependence on foreign 
governments and mega corporations. We are now 
so obligated to these entities that we've given up 
our constitutional rights to question their ethics 
and behaviors in exchange for the money we 
desperately need to feed and clothe our children. 
We're caught in a loop of addiction to economic 
growth and it's killing us. 



DEMAND: Union accountability for members who 
damage society Police and teachers especially, 
should be above reproach. No more protecting 
people who use their power to abuse the most 
vulnerable members of society or whose unethical 
and illegal activity results in criminals being set 
free! No more moving them around in a shell 
game like the Catholic church did with pedophile 
priests - bad cops and bad teachers need to get 
out and find a new career before they ruin any 
more lives. 

And this goes for corrections officers too - no more 
abuse of inmates and no more side jobs getting 
paid to allow contraband into the prisons or you'll 
find yourself in a cell tool Makes you wonder why 
law enforcement and the education system don't 
clean their own house - do they not realize that 
the stink gets on all of them when they have dirty 
co-workers? You demand respect for law 
enforcement and educators? Well, We the People 
demand accountability and behavior beyond 
reproach from those we respect. 

DEMAND: Real punishment for ALL criminals. 

Whether rapist, murderer, thief, fraudster... 
whatever - no more freeride in prison. We're going 
to do our best to provide opportunity for citizens to 
get an education, earn a living, and live fulfilled 
lives...but for those of society who are so morally 
and ethically corrupt that they abuse the 
vulnerable, steal from everyone, and murder the 
innocent - we're done with you! We're sick of 
hearing excuses. Millions of people have hard 
lives and choose not to lie, cheat, steal, drive 
under the influence, rape, or murder. 

We don't want to hear your lame sob stories 
anymore! 



You will work In prison to support yourself, your 
fellow inmates, and your victims. 

You will get an education so you can join society 
and contribute to it. 

You "white collar" criminals who hide behind your 
lawyers and anonymous corporations will be 
publically exposed as the predators you are - no 
more hiding under coats or behind dosed 
courtroom doors once you're convicted. 
Corporations are not people - they do not commit 
crimes! PEOPLE commit crimes and PEOPLE will 
be punished. 

No more slaps on the wrist and returning to start a 
new scam under a new corporation. No more fines 
to government agencies while your victims suffer. 
We've had it with entitled Jerks taking away our 
freedoms, if you can't play by the rules, you're 
out of the game until you learn how. 

DEMAND: We demand full transparency of owners 
of corporations, LLCs, and organizations. 
Corporations may be inanimate objects that can't 
go to jail, but corporations are run by people - 
people who routinely break the law yet avoid 
responsibility, accountability, and punishment 
because they hide behind the company for which 
they work. No more hiding your identity and 
actions behind attorney's who set up your entity in 
other countries and other states using retail PO 
Boxes and empty offices. You want to do business 
with the population, you will not be able to hide 
behind privacy walls protecting you from personal 
accountability. The people who run corporations 
must be good citizens or they will not be extended 
the privilege of operating a business in this 
country. You can no longer commit fraud and lie 
under the umbrella of the title "Corporation”. You 



can no longer escape responsibility for polluting 
the water, air, and soil. You can no longer force 
the consumer to bear the responsibility of cleaning 
up the damage to their lives caused by your 
corruption, laziness, greed, and malfeasance. 
Corporations do not destroy lives and the future - 
people do, and those people need to be taken to 
prison - not bailed out and handed a pile of 
taxpayer or customer money after getting a slap 
on the wrist. Isn't it astonishing that banks, car 
manufacturers, food producers, medication 
formularies, and chemical companies can find 
ways to skirt the laws or blatantly break them 
while demanding the law protect them from losing 
money? A customer is fined for every late 
payment - but corporations can pollute, with 
impunity, entire water supplies, food chains, and 
the air we breathe. Banks can launder money all 
day, car manufacturers can build unsafe, polluting 
cars; food producers can lie about the quality and 
safety of their products, and medication 
formularies can hide the problems their drugs 
create...but woe to the average citizen who wants 
to open a bank account without seventeen forms 
of identification and a credit report, drive a car 
that won't kill them, not get scammed into buying 
organic food that isn't really organic, or treat an 
injury without getting addicted to opiates. 
Corporate accountability means holding the 
executives who run them to the highest standards 
of civilization, if they can't handle the heat - they 
can GTFO! There are plenty of honest, decent 
citizens who would be happy to fill the gaps left by 
your absence. 

DEMAND: Accountability from prosecutors. No 
longer will you be able to railroad citizens into 



narratives you and law enforcement have pulled 
out of your imaginations. You can no longer 
create, ignore, or hide evidence to frame innocent 
citizens without fear of personal liability Your 
prosecutions have to be beyond reproach or you 
weaken your entire profession and by association, 
all law enforcement agencies. 

If we can't trust you, you have failed at your job! 

DEMAND: Overhaul of education systems in USA 
and UK and elsewhere if demanded. 

Stop wasting billions of dollars on tests - billions of 
dollars that go into pockets of individuals and 
provide no benefit to students either via real 
education or removal of bad teachers. 

Stop the tech addiction. Students need books, 
pencils, paper, and other tactile manipulatives. 
Students need safe classrooms with dean air, 
dean water, and competent teachers. They don't 
need e-tablets and apps - unless you're planning 
to take them apart to teach engineering classes! 

We need a unified curriculum that teaches real 
history, holistic research, communication skills, 
reading comprehension, logic, science, and an 
appreciation for the environment and arts. 

We must implement “students first" rules that 
remove bloated bureaucracy and demand teacher 
accountability and common-sense instruction. 
Schools should be free of bullies and violence - 
anything less will not be tolerated. 

School districts, school boards, and schools 
themselves should no longer be the playgrounds 
and empires for the egotistical, petty, and lazy. 
Public schools are owned by the public and anyone 
who works for the system is accountable to 
parents and tax payers. We will not tolerate being 
treated like flies you can brush off or swat at - you 



answer to US. We will not tolerate the abuse of 
our children any longer! 

We need an educated population if we hope to 
keep our countries strong and healthy. 

You want to know why Trottel Is president or why 
Brexit passed? 

Look no further than the education systems in our 
countries. Politicians and corporations like us 
stupid! 

DEMAND: American public universities will put 
American students first! 

You will not give seats to foreign students until all 
American students - including Native Americans - 
have been accommodated. You are owned by the 
American public - you will educate us first! if your 
organization is too obese to survive on the money 
you get from taxes, tuition, land ownership, and 
licensing fees - then fire some dead weight! 
Schools are for students and the teachers who 
show up every day to teach. 

DEMAND: Student athletes will not be used and 
abused by the system meant to educate them. 
Student athletes make billions of dollars for 
universities and colleges - it's time that they were 
compensated for their work! It's their bodies and 
minds on the line. It's their blood and sweat on 
the fields, courts, rinks, and in the pools - they 
deserve to complete their educations, expect 
legitimate instruction, and share in the financial 
windfalls their schools enjoy due to their efforts. 

DEMAND: Student visas will be strictly monitored 
and will not automatically lead to employment 
visas. 



An American education wiii no ionger guarantee 
you a job in America. For too iong America has 
aiiowed corporations to throw over its own citizens 
to give Jobs to peopie who steai our secrets, piot 
against our country, dog up our roads, and buy up 
aii our iand and homes. Additionaiiy, there wiii be 
ruies put into piace regarding foreign ownership of 
property in this country. There must be iimits on 
the behavior that has created a housing shortage 
in our country. We're sick of not being abie to 
afford housing or get Jobs because peopie from 
other countries, countries which, by the way, do 
not reciprocate the same opportunities, are 
usurping the possibiiities that are our birthright. 

DEMAND: Nothing about pubiic education shouid 
be for-profit! 

For-profit schoois are done. 

For-profit ioan services that He and commit fraud 
to pad their bottom iine are done. 

For-profit testing companies are done - and the 
ones that exist under tax exempt not-for-profit 
status wiii be audited and reguiated because we 
know you 're chea tin g I 

Let's Just admit that aii standardized tests are a 
scam and move on to something more evoived! 
Higher education must be made affordabie again. 
High schooi counseiors must be heid accountabie 
for faiiing to provide students with aii their options 
and setting them up for decades of debt. 
Community coiieges must be encouraged to 
provide bacheior's degrees and approvai of any 
programs to do so must be fast-tracked. 

We wiii not toierate another generation of 
indentured servants! 



DEMAND: Tax exemption status for all religious 
Institutions and colleges will be reviewed and 
audited. If your organization Is not providing real 
community benefit, then you must pay taxes on 
the money you take in. Period! 

DEMAND: A tax code that does not further enrich 
already obscenely wealthy citizens, especially at 
the expense of lower and middle-class families. 
It's not that hard, assholes! Stop trying to make it 
more confusing than it has to be just to gaslight 
people. We're not all that stupid! There Is no 
reason a middle-class earner should be paying a 
25% tax rate while a billionaire pays 15% because 
he was able to buy himself a pocketful of 
politicians to pass tax law preferential to him. 
Corporations do not use windfalls to stimulate the 
economy and create Jobs - they use them to 
Increase the value of their stocks and make their 
executives and shareholders richer. 

Personal and corporate income tax codes must be 
simplified and they must be fair to ALL payers 

DEMAND: No more governmental waste of our tax 
dollars. 

That money is earned by us and given over to the 
Treasury for the benefit of our countries and their 
citizens - it is not petty cash for corrupt politicians 
and conniving corporations. There must be a 
citizen oversight committee tasked with insuring 
tax dollars are not lost to theft, bribery, and 
incompetence around the world. 

DEMAND: Control over our own retirement 

accounts! We earned that money, we should not 
have to pay other people to invest it for us! We 
can't use it to buy land in our own names, but we 



can pay someone else to invest it for us in a 
company that goes around buying up homes in 
California forcing people to become renters, 
exacerbating the housing shortage, and depriving 
people of the financial and psychological benefits 
of home ownership? We can't invest in our own 
dog toy business, but we can invest in pyramid 
schemes? Stop treating us like cash machines for 
every fee-based business that contributes to your 
election campaign! 

DEMAND: Animal rights! No animals should be 
tested upon unless absolutely necessary and only 
under strict guidelines and independent oversight 
committees made up of half-interested 
rubberstampers enjoying the possibility of a quid 
pro quo are a joke! Torturing animals because 
you're bored and lazy and vile is obscene. This is 
some serious eye-for-an-eye shit here - anything 
you do to an animal out of ignorance, malice, or 
greed will be done to you. Period! 

DEMAND: End the lie that is Daylight Savings 
Time! if anything, it should be reversed and exist 
only for a few months in winter so that people 
aren't schlepping home from work in the pitch 
black. Fall Forward, Spring Back! No one wants 
fireworks at 9:30 at night on the Fourth of july! 

We want our kids in BED by 9:30! DST is a scam 
that doesn't save money or energy, it MAKES 
money for retailers, burns more gasoline, and 
screws up all of our brain chemistry! 

“Well, that ought to get the ball rolling," I said after 
sending the last post. 

"If people don't Strike now they're never going to," said 
Blue. 



“Yeah, well, I'm not convinced the people of the world are 
smart enough to Strike. First, we were faced with total stink 
bombs for Presidential candidates because what? All the 
“smart" people had better things to be doing? Then sixty- 
three million people voted for Trottel and another seventy- 
five million of them stayed home and watched paint dry 
instead of getting off their asses and voting! I could give 
you a list as long as my arm of people I know personally who 
say, 'Yeah, my bank used my information to commit fraud in 
my name, but I still bank with them because spending two 
hours on a Saturday, switching to a credit union or another 
bank is just too much effort.', or 'Yeah, I know social media is 
raping my personal information and selling it to data brokers 
who create files on people to blackmail, blackball, and track 
them to spy on them, but if I quit using it, I won't be able to 
see my grandkids anymore!' I mean, what IS that??? You're 
so damn lazy you will reward a company who committed a 
CRIME against you by staying with them? You can't come up 
with another way to see your grandkids other than by some 
social media account?? You can't use the US Postal Service 
and send actual letters and photographs that could be 
framed and put on an end table instead of existing in digital 
format for eternity on computers owned by corporations and 
foreign governments? Not exactly a ringing endorsement of 
intelligence or even sense self-preservation in just basic 
things among average citizens, let alone providing a sense 
of them having two brain cells to rub together when it 
comes to big picture things like who's going to run the 
bloody country." I retorted. 

“To be fair," said Winnie, “it's not like politics has been 
hugely motivational since, what, Abe Lincoln? Teddy 
Roosevelt? People have given up. They've subconsciously 
accepted their lot in life is to be ground up to a pulp for the 
benefit of political scam artists, corporate con men, and 
universal bigots who think their skin color gives them the 
right to crush people. People try to eke out happiness and 
hope where they can - having a family, buying a nice car, or 



joining social media...but they don't realize that those 
things just further enslave them. This is the first time since 
North American colonists revolted against Britain that the 
pieces on the board are positioned to check mate if we can 
just stay focused. If only we Native Americans had realized 
that true leaders sacrifice ego for the greater good of their 
people - we'd be ruling YOUR asses right now!" 

"Seriously, with your numbers and guerilla skills you 
could have run us out of Dodge in the 11^^ century and 
controlled European development here...but you were 
fractured and ignorant of the cruelty with which entitlement 
ravages - kinda like citizens of the world are now. We're 
divided over the dumbest things and totally in the dark 
about how the machine works against us at every turn," I 
replied. 

"Yeah, humans really are a dumb species. As much as the 
history of Native Americans sucks, as much as I hold white 
men responsible for the murder of my people and theft of 
our land, it really is default human nature to be selfish, vain, 
cruel, and pathetically weak. Some of our leaders, the 
leaders of the Indian Nations, were just as arrogant as the 
white men - too many didn't want to work together, they 
didn't want to change their ways in the face of changing 
times, they made alliances that made them personally 
secure, but did nothing for their people...It was all just so 
inhumanely human..." said Blue drifting off into the mist of 
history. 

"The more things change, the more they stay the same... 
But like the Native American communities that did rebel, 
and the colonists who did revolt, there are pockets of us who 
still have that fire in our souls. We just need to find our 
tribe. We've sent out a signal - now we just wait to see if 
anyone answers the call," I said trying to push back the 
despair that had been creeping over the world for the last 
two decades like so much marine layer. "I'd like to see 
millions of people go on Strike, protest in the public right-of- 
ways, just so I could see for once the establishment realize 



its impotence. The police can't arrest us all on fake charges, 
they can't shoot us all with rubber bullets and TASERs 
because they don't like us protesting on public land. City 
councils can't demand permits of tens of thousands of 
people who decide to go to city parks instead of work and 
happen to carry signs demanding changes to the way 
business is done. All the bullshit intimidation tactics will be 
useless in the face of millions of peacefully striking 
protestors and an equal number of cameras live-streaming 
every fricking moment," I said. 

"But there will be Fergusons," said Winnie referring to the 
city in Missouri where the festering racism that underpins 
America was exposed in all its rank glory. 

"There will continue to be Fergusons whether citizens 
Strike or not. Isn't it better to really try to fix things rather 
than just pay lip service to it as usual? That's one of those 
things that really yanks my chain...Democrats who are all 
talk and the people who worship them. At least with the 
GOP you know exactly where you stand - over a barrel with 
your pants around your ankles. With the fricking Dems 
you're still getting sodomized, but they use big fancy words 
and paint pretty pictures of empty promises about how 
they'll investigate things and make changes if necessary, so 
you feel like you owe it to them to let them pork you," I said 
disgusted by the state of the union. 

"My concern is about the little shits who will use the 
opportunity to turn things violent because some people just 
aren't happy unless everything is burning," replied Winnie. 

"I hear ya, but you know what they say about making 
omelets and cracking eggs. Assholes are going to be 
assholes forever and always. If We the People, the majority 
of us, just stop playing the game and quietly and peacefully 
take our protest to the streets- the assholes will expose 
themselves to law enforcement for the flaming sphincters 
they are, they'll stick out like sore thumbs because they'll be 
the only ones acting like tools. The main difference will 
come from not having organized, promoted protests like the 



idiotic anti-fa and alt-right groups do just to mutually 
antagonize each other. A citizenry that just checks out of 
Hotel California and goes on permanent vacation has more 
power in one well-worded t-shirt than ten thousand people 
marching up The Mall in DC on a Sunday morning. 
Government and corporations aren't afraid of marches and 
protests any more - they know that all they have to do is 
ignore it and within two days everyone goes home and gets 
back to work and spending money. The powers that be 
actually LIKE big, organized marches - by “allowing" them 
and participating in them, it earns them points with the 
public while accomplishing and changing absolutely jack 
diddly squat," I said. 

“Let's get out of here!" said Blue suddenly snapping out 
of the thoughts that had kept him out of our conversation. 
“We've done what we can for now. Tomorrow the sun will 
rise and we will see what it brings. Today, we celebrate a 
new member of the tribe," he said giving me a wink. 

“Just no tattoos!" I said following him up the stairs tailed 
by Winnie. 

Back in Blue and Winnie's kitchen, I asked, over a glass of 
iced tea, if there was anyone on the Reservation who could 
help me out with an oil change and once over on Luka since 
I'd need some sort of lift to get at her oil filter and oil pan. I 
knew I'd better keep busy or I'd be climbing the walls. 

“Absolutely. Problem will be finding a filter and 
replacement oil. I doubt your tiny imp uses anything close 
to the parts we keep on hand for our pickups and old 
beaters. Someone will have to go into town and get 
supplies. Probably best if it's not you - don't want to draw 
attention to the fact you're here, you'll stick out like a sore 
thumb - white girl in an auto parts store driving on and off 
the Reservation in that little car - the townies will talk. 
Hawk will go with a couple of his friends and get what you 
need, then he can take you to Lysander's shop," said Blue. 

“Hawk," called Winnie from the kitchen into the garage. 

“Yeah?" called Hawk back. 



“We need you to run into town," said Blue. “We need 
some things from NAPA," he continued as Hawk appeared at 
the door between the garage and kitchen. 

“Sure, just give me a list," said Hawk like it was 
something he did every day. “Just NAPA?" he asked. 

“I don't know," said Blue looking at Winnie then me. 

“I think I saw a market just up the road - I'm sure I can 
pick up some yogurt and fruit and basics there, right?" 

“Yup, should be covered," said Blue with a little pride in 
his voice; pride that his tribe could provide for visitors and 
pride that his new initiate understood the importance of 
spending money on the Reservation. 

“I don't need anything," said Winnie handing me a note 
pad to write down my filter size and oil needs. 

I ignored the fifties and hundreds in the envelope in the 
back pocket of my messenger bag knowing that a gaggle of 
boys from the Reservation showing up in town with large 
bills would have people chattering like a flock of finches, 
and pulled a few tens and fives and ones - fifty dollars in all 
- out of my wallet and handed them to Hawk along with the 
parts list. 

“That's too much. It won't cost that much," he said 
taking the stack of paper. 

“It's to cover gas and food too - I know teenage boys 
can't go longer than fifteen minutes without getting hungry. 
Use what you need. I don't need receipts. It's not like I can 
write off my car maintenance as a work expense," I said with 
a grin. 

With a couple of hours to kill before Luka's parts arrived, I 
took myself for a walk up one side and down the other of the 
Reservation's main street...! found a small market and 
bought a few supplies, and made note of the location of the 
mechanic's garage - which wasn't hard to find at all owing 
to the large pink castle behind it. 

I drove back to Nana River's house, unloaded my 
purchases and put them away in the kitchen and 



bath room... all the while, fighting the niggling questions in 
the back of my head... I/I//// they Strike??? Will people rise up 
and say, ENOUGH!? 

By the time the boys got back from town, it was too late 
for me to take Luka in for a service - or so I was told by Hawk 
who stopped by to invite me to dinner. 

“Lysander closed up for today, but the shop will be open 
in the morning. You can take your car in then. Dad says I 
should go with you and introduce you. Just come and get 
me in the morning. Mom says dinner at 5:30 but come over 
whenever you want. Oh, and here's your change," he said 
handing me a ten, a couple singles, and some coins. 

"You keep it," I said. "Your time is worth at least that." 

"Really? Okay, thanks," he said shoving the money back 
in his front jeans pocket and turning to leave. "See you in 
the morning," he said over his shoulder. 

I knocked on Blue and Winnie's front door at 5:15 but no 
one answered so I trespassed into their open garage and 
knocked on the door into the kitchen. 

The expression on Blue's face was priceless, "What the 
hell are you doing knocking? Just come on in!" he said in 
sincere exasperation while holding a cookie sheet full of 
garlic bread. 

Winnie laughed over his shoulder as I stepped into the 
kitchen, "Don't mind him...he's so used to the boys and his 
own brothers and sisters coming and going from this house 
like bees in and out of a hive, he has no patience for polite 
people." 

It was just the four of us...Winnie, Nana, Blue, and me. I'd 
brought a bouquet of flowers I'd picked up at the market as 
a hostess gift and handed them to Nana who smiled brightly 
and put them in a vase. I realized, as she set the vase on 
the small wedge-shaped table in the corner, that she'd not 
spoken a single word to me since I'd met her. 

"Have you seen the news?" asked Winnie. 



“What news?" I asked. 

“The media is freaking out about the Demands. They're 
calling it anarchy. They've got politicians turned talking 
heads calling it treason. There's an all-out war being 
declared on Carnyx - although they admit they don't even 
know what or who Carnyx is...It's hilarious," said Winnie. 

“Any comment from the White House?" I asked sitting 
down in the chair I'd occupied earlier. 

“Nope," said Blue. “They keep saying they're waiting for 
one but they can't decide if there's going to be a press 
conference or just a statement...They're all just losing their 
minds and trying to create panic so that people stay glued 
to their TVs. We quit listening to it because it was obvious 
they have no bloody clue about a damn thing!" 

“Funny how the media babbles along, the White House 
releases statements, and former and current politicians and 
CEOs are trotted out to proffer opinions - but no one ever 
talks to real people, the people who never seem to get a 
voice. If there was one media outlet that interviewed 
regular, random people or printed their opinion pieces, I 
think I'd die from shock!" I said. 

“That's why we started listening in the first place. We 
had the TV on while we were in here starting dinner and 
hoped there would be reports of people striking or 
responding to the Demands, but nothing. I guess we'll just 
have to wait and see tomorrow - will people get up and go to 
work or will some stay home? Will the military repeat what 
they did last year and this time stay on Strike until they get 
what they need? I guess we'll see it in the streets and hear 
about it on social media before the mainstream media 
morons ever pick it up," said Blue. 

I wished I could turn on my cell phone and check Jinn, but 
I knew it would be futile here on the Reservation where just 
getting calls to go through was a small miracle, and I knew it 
would be silly to have my phones suddenly go live anywhere 
in this region. But I was dying to know what Tara and her 
tribe were thinking and doing after everything. Weii, you'ii 



know something soon enough if they Strike again. The 
media won't pass up that story. I thought to myself. 

We ate and drank and talked into the early hours of the 
morning. As the mental exhaustion and physical strain of 
the previous days caught up with us, I excused myself, 
walked next door, and fell asleep fully clothed across Nana 
River's bed. 



Chapter XXXVI 


July 13th, 2017 
The White House 
10 p.m. EDT 

“Get the owner of Hisser on the phone! I want this 
Carnyx-thing person's account shut down!" bellowed Trottel. 

“Sir, I can try to get him on the phone, but you can't force 
him to do anything. Plus...it's best if they keep the account 
active so we can try to trace the user or users," said his 
Chief of Staff calmly. 

“This is treason! Nobody can make these kinds of 
demands. How dare they call for me to resign! This is 
blackmail! I'll never resign. I want the people behind this 
found and hanged on television to show the world that I 
won't tolerate this kind of disloyalty. I want a parade to 
celebrate when I expose these Carnyx-peop/e for the 
terrorists they are. Do we know if they're Muslim? Can we 
cut off the internet leading from the Middle East? Or is it 
Mexico? We need to build a wall around the internet so they 
can't post outside their own countries! I know it's Iran! Or 
China! It must be China because of my great tariffs. Is it 
that little Missile Man from North Korea? The people behind 
this are just pretending to be Americans to try to scare me 
and my people in Congress. They're so stupid, they don't 
know that real Americans would never make those kinds of 
demands. Real Americans like things the way they are now 
that I'm in charge - I have really good ratings!" 

“Sir, we don't know who it is. It could be Americans, it 
could be, as you said, Iran, China or North Korea, or even 
Russia trying to sow discord; or it could be an international 
organization of hackers unified to actually achieve the goals 
they've listed. We just don't know yet. What we need to do 
is speak to the world. We need to assure people that we are 
investigating and will take back control of the affected 



systems, and will prevent any other, more important 
systems from being compromised.” 

"Russia would never do this. Russia and I have a very 
close relationship. They want me in power, they know how 
smart I am. We have an understanding. They wouldn't try 
to make me look weak, they like my ratings, they want me 
strong.” 

"Okay Sir, but the facts are still the same. We need you 
to make an announcement,” said his Chief of Staff trying to 
hide the exasperation in his voice. 

"Get Sandy to do it. She's good at these things. The 
press like her, well the press I let into the briefing room do. 
If she tells them that it's all okay, they'll believe her and talk 
about it in their papers and on their shows, especially 
Rudock News, they love me. She should tell them this is a 
test. Tell them that my secret agents designed all of this, 
that I am this Carnyx-f/7/V?g' and I had my people do this to 
find leakers and disloyal people,” replied Trottel. 

"Sir, I wouldn't advise that. You and I know that's not 
true. You can't reverse the actions Carnyx has taken in the 
systems they control so you can't prove to anyone that you 
are behind this. The real people behind Carnyx know it isn't 
true. If you lie, they may do something punitive.” 

"What's punitive? Whatever, it doesn't matter. I've told 
you want I want. I'm very smart. This is a good idea. I'll 
even do it myself, then everyone will believe it because it 
came from me,” said Trottel picking up his cell phone and 
opening Hisser. 

"Sir! I really must object. This is a bad idea...” pleaded 
the Chief of Staff. 

Welman stood outside the door of the Oval Office 
listening to and recording the entire conversation. 

An hour later he was relieved by the agent working the 
next shift. Thirty minutes after that he picked up his 
landline in his kitchen and called Lincoln's personal cell 
phone to invite him over for dinner. 



July 14th, 2017 

Red Lake Reservation, MN 

Winnie woke me up a few hours after I'd passed out by 
setting a mug of hot jasmine green tea on the nightstand 
next to my head. “You better get up, Sunshine. You're not 
gonna believe the crap that's been going on while we slept." 

My head cleared before my eyes were fully opened, the 
disgust in her voice had my adrenal glands working double 
time. 

“What is it? Is everyone okay?" I asked sitting up 
immediately. 

“Yeah, yeah, everyone is fine. But did you know that 
Trottel is Carnyx?" 

“Da fuq you say?" I asked my eyebrows knitting into a 
unibrow. 

“Exactly. Get dressed and meet me in the kitchen. Time 
for a pow-wow." 

“Ma'am, yes ma'am," I said already rummaging in my 
suitcase for a clean set of clothes. 

Ten minutes later I stepped into Winnie and Blue's 
kitchen, the tension hung in the air like oatmeal. 

“Read this!!" said Blue shoving the Star Tribune in my 
face. 

I took the paper and reading under the rims my glasses 
because my glasses were for my near-sightedness only and 
being nearly fifty does odd things to your eyes, took in the 
headline...TROTTEL IS CARNYX! “THIS IS A TEST, THIS IS 
ONLY A TEST" SAYS PRESIDENT. 

I laughed. I laughed so hard I couldn't breathe and tears 
started forming in the corners of my eyes. I slapped my 
hand on their kitchen table. The stress, the exhaustion, the 
sheer frustration of the last year, roared out of me, triggered 
by the words of the dumbest man on the planet. 



“Oh My DOG!! This man is pure imbecile and his 
supporters must eat lead paint flakes for breakfast," I said 
gasping for air. 

Winnie and Blue became infected by my lunacy. Their 
anger morphed into mirth as they did the math I'd already 
done. WE were Carnyx and WE were going to give Trottel 
enough rope to hang himself and his whole incestuous little 
circle of anal sphincter feeding trolls. 

"Wait until Max sees this..." started Winnie. 

"Oh Lawd, I bet she already has!" I said fanning myself 
like a Southern Belle. "That's what's so damn funny. She 
and the Wick Burners have the power to prove Trottel is full 
of nothing but Silly Putty. He's just toasted his own 
marshmallows. I cannot wait to see how they respond to this 
challenge. First of all, he can't restore any of the systems to 
prove he's in control, and all the Wick Burners have to do is 
take down one more thing, something near and dear to 
Trottel and his moronic enablers, and he's done. I'd suggest 
Rudock News...but who knows what they'll come up with... 
Whatever it is, it'll be epic. Trottel will just come up with 
more lies to stuff into the cracks of his dyke - but it's 
cracked bigly now, it won't be able to withstand the next 
flood of truth. Oh, this is just priceless!" 

"We have no way of communicating with Max from here, 
we'll need to head to the cabin to access Jinn and see what 
the Wick Burners might need from us," said Winnie. 

"I'm ready when you all are - but no sidecar this time!" I 
said glaring at Blue. 

"Fair enough," he said still chuckling over Trottel's 
tripping over his own clown feet. "But let's have some 
breakfast first," he said pulling out a loaf of bread and some 
eggs from the fridge. "I suddenly feel like I could eat a 
whole bakery." 

The trip to the cabin was shorter this time. Blue loaded 
two dirt bikes into the back of his enormous pickup and 



drove the three of us to a different, shorter access trail that 
the dirt bikes gobbled up in no time. 

There was just one message on Jinn in Blue and Winnie's 
book - Please Hold. We're working on a response. Max 
knew I wouldn't be turning on my phone out here, so any 
message to Blue and Winnie was a message to me too... 
There was nothing we could do for the time being, so they 
dropped me off at Nana River's, and not being able to find 
Hawk, I took Luka and the bag of supplies from NAPA to find 
and meet Lysander on my own. 

The shop was easy enough to find, but hard to describe in 
terms of what Americans think of an auto repair shop. A 
gravel drive dropped you off in a cul-de-sac. A garage with 
three bays ran perpendicular to the road, a tiny white 
building sat hunched and staring at passers-by, sporting an 
airplane propeller like a giant brown eyebrow, across which 
had been painted the word OFFICE in shiny, perfect white 
lacquer. Cars and trucks, victims of various stages of 
cannibalization, stood watching the work bays, patiently 
waiting to give their next donation to keep a fellow road 
warrior running. But beyond all of this, between the shop 
and the lake was a castle, a two-story castle with arched 
windows, turrets, and from what I could see, a courtyard in 
the center of the building! I could see children playing and 
dancing and painting and reading in rooms behind the 
windows. I could see them playing in the courtyard, it 
looked like a game of Simon Says. It wasn't just some fake 
fagade meant to trick kids into believing in magic, it was real 
magic. 

I sat in my car in front of the office wondering what the 
story behind the castle was and totally missed the person 
approaching my passenger side door. 

Knock, knock, knock, went a socket wrench gently on 
Luka's window. I turned and jumped out of my skin at the 
sight of a woman's face peering into my car. 



I opened my car door, got out, and faced her over the roof 
of my car. 

She was everything a real-life Wonder Woman should 
have been - a Native American Gal Gadot in grease stained, 
blue work coveralls. She simmering with a sharpness that 
bordered on bitterness, but was tempered by intelligence 
and confidence in her own grace. 

The woman would have scared the white off rice - if rice 
had eyes to see her and a brain - which at the moment I 
apparently did not... 

“I, um. I'm staying with Blue and Winnie. My Luka, my 
um, car, she uh, she needs an oil change and a once over," 
What the hell Laura - you're almost SO-fuckIng years old, 
get your shit together, she's not going to ratchet you to 
death with a socket wrench! "Sorry, what I meant to say 
was, I'm looking for Lysander," I said pronouncing the s 
halfway between a hissing ess and a hard z. 

"You found her," said Lysander walking to the front of my 
car. "Pop the hood," she commanded. 

I reached inside the open door and pulled the release 
handle. 

"I don't have a filter to fit this," she said peering at me 
around the side of the raised hood. 

"I do. Hawk went into town and picked up one and some 
oil for me." 

"I don't have time to do this today," she said slamming 
the hood. "Try again tomorrow." 

I looked at the two empty bays in her garage and the one 
'80s-era Toyota 4-Runner up on the lift in the third and 
looked back at her. She crossed her arms daring me to 
argue with her about having time to do my oil change. 

"What if," I said, "what if I rent one of the bays and some 
tools from you and do the service myself." 

"I can't let non-employees in my garage, you're not 
covered under my liability insurance." 

"I'll sign a release." 



“Maybe you should just take your little car and go to a 
nice white garage, we don't need your kind poking around 
here trying to give us money. We don't need your pity, and 
your pathetic attempts to win points with your editors and 
publishers by writing sappy stories about us just pisses me 
off,'' she said slapping the wrench in the palm of her hand. 

“I'm not here because of pity and I'm sure as hell not a 
reporter," I said getting miffed myself. “I just need to 
change the oil in my car and you came highly recommended 
from Blue and Winnie." 

“Why did they let you stay with them and use 
Reservation plates on your car if you aren't a journalist or 
campaign aide?" she asked dialing down the anger in her 
eyes a couple of degrees. 

“They're friends of friends. I'm on my way to the east 
coast to fly home to, well, my new home, in Scotland, and 
I'm just staying a couple of days while I work my way across 
the country. I'm on kind of a farewell tour to say goodbye to 
the land my family has lived on since, jeeze, about 1637. 
I'm just an accountant turned pub owner...who likes cars a 
little too much and plays her music too loud far too often...l 
swear on my left foot, no ulterior motives," I said, raising 
both hands in surrender. 

She smiled at my vow, “Not a fan of flappy paddles and 
CVTs?" 

“Three pedals or death!" I said passionately. 

“All right. Grease Monkey, let's see what you've got. Roll 
her into the third bay and let's get her up on a rack." 

The shop was enchanted - organized, clean, stocked to 
the gills with standard and metric tools, and wired with a 
sound system that would make the sound engineers at 
Paisley Park jealous. 

Driven by the beat of a block of Blondie songs pumping 
through the speakers mounted strategically about the 
garage, I had Luka's oil changed and everything inspected 



in thirty minutes flat - just as Debbie Harry rapped a list of 
cars eaten by the Man from Mars, I lowered the lift. 

I cleaned up my work area, turned over Luka's engine to 
get the oil circulating and drove her out of the garage. I 
parked up outside and wandered over to see what Lysander 
was working on under the chassis of the Runner. 

“Oh good, an assistant. Hand me the three-quarter-in 
socket on an extender." 

“Is the castle yours?" I asked, handing her the requested 
tool. 

“It's on my land, and I built it, so yeah, I guess it's mine, 
but it's the Reservation pre-school." 

“No way! That's amazing." 

“Well, someone needs to give these kids a solid 
foundation so that they're ready for life off this Reservation. 
Their parents are working to support them and don't have a 
lot of time to read stories, help them explore science, and 
play with numbers - and sometimes they don't have the 
education themselves to give their kids everything they 
want them to have. There's a staff of volunteers who make 
sure the kids have a safe place to be during the day, a place 
to prepare for school. We need more tribe members going to 
college, becoming lawyers, and getting into politics if we're 
ever going to keep what's ours and get back some of it too. I 
just donated some land and some building supplies," she 
said with a grunt as she finally loosed the bolt she'd been 
trying to loosen. 

“So, what do you think about all this Carnyx stuff?" I 
asked taking the wrench from her as she walked to the 
button panel used to control the lifts and started lowering 
the 4-Runner. 

“Pfft, what do I think? I think, if they're really who they 
say they are, which by their past actions taken against 
Cunningham-Tyllson, they probably are, and have nothing to 
do with Trottel, I think they're smoking Deer Tongue! Their 
hearts are in the right place, but people have grown too 
stupid and too complacent and too fearful. They've 



forgotten what freedom really looks like and they're so 
shackled by your society's made-up rules and policies, that 
they'll never Strike. Americans and Europeans are chicken 
shits," she said hooking a chain to the harness wrapped 
around the 4-Runner's engine. "They've been bred like 
cattle to be dumb and complacent with their place in 
society. They have no fire anymore," she said hoisting the 
engine out of its former home. "Fear has paralyzed them, 
fear of monsters of their own creation. It's really funny from 
our perspective - they made everyone hate them, they 
enslaved themselves to objects and debt to buy the objects, 
and now they've rolled over and let all those rights their 
glorious ancestors fought for, go up in smoke. Your people 
are some kind of stupid," she said daring me with her eyes 
to challenge her. 

"Can't argue with you there," I said bleeding from the 
wound she'd just inflicted on my gut with her words of truth. 

"But, hey, if it works. I'll be right there with you...The 
whole system needs an enema, can't deny that." 

We worked through the late morning and early afternoon 
tearing down the 4-Runner's engine and laying all the parts 
on a tarp in the center bay. We barely spoke except to ask 
each other for tools or sing along with songs. 

"Here you are!" said an exasperated Blue standing 
outside the garage. "We've been looking all over for you, 
Laura. We got a message from your friends on our machine 
- you might need to change your travel arrangements," he 
said, giving me a look like I should read between the line. 
"Hi Z," he continued. 

"I never did ask your name, did I?" said Lysander walking 
towards me with her hand outstretched. 

"Laura," I said with a smile, hours after we'd first me, 
"Nice to meet you." 

"Lysander," she said pronouncing the name with a hard 
"z' in place of the "s", "but my friends call me Z. You can 
call me Z." 



“Did someone in your family fly Lysanders?" I asked 
looking at the propellers mounted over her office. 

An enormous grin spread across Z's face. “You know what 
a Lysander plane is?" 

“Look if you two are going to just gab away like I'm not 
here, I'm gone, meet me back at the house, Laura," said 
Blue. 

“Grandpa was in an Air Force unit in World War II, I came 
across them while reading up on different planes and their 
uses once. Big favorite of the SOE and the Maquis," I said 
looking at Blue with a secret smile and a nod acknowledging 
I'd be along shortly. 

“Granddad did f\y them," said Z ignoring Blue completely. 
“He was a Minnesota farm boy who'd been taught to fly crop- 
dusters by his father. He was recruited by a group of Brits 
who came over here looking for pilots in 1940. He flew in 
and out of Europe, shuttling spies and supplies to remote 
areas. He wasn't supposed to, but he told me all his stories 
while we worked on his old trucks," she said staring wistfully 
at the propellers mounted over her office door. “This was his 
land, well, technically the tribe's since we own it all 
collectively. He was white, but when he met Grannie after 
the war he moved here to the Reservation to live as one of 
us. They had a good life here. They adopted an orphaned 
Chippewa boy who married here on the Reservation and 
then a few years later, I was born here. Granddad told me, 
“Lizzie, if you can fix an engine, you'll always have work, but 
you should learn to garden too...now go see your Grannie." I 
always wanted to be elbows deep in grease and oil, but 
Granddad made sure I got a well-rounded education," she 
said with a grin. 

“One of these days, I want to hear your granddad's 
stories," I said. 

“Well, maybe one of these days I'll come to Scotland and 
tell them all to you over a really old whisky." 

“Promise?" 



“If we survive this Carnyx/Trottel/Brexit nightmare, I 
guarantee it!" 

“What do I owe you for the oil change tools?" 

“I took it out of you in trade getting the engine out." 

“Thanks Z," I said looking her dead in the eyes trying to 
communicate everything I was feeling - happiness at 
making a new friend, hope of changing our world so 
someday we could go back to having good lives again, and a 
little bit of fear that nothing would ever change. 

“No problem, L," she said with a wink at my new 
nickname. “Come by and say goodbye before you leave." 

Luka and I pulled up outside Blue and Winnie's house a 
few minutes later. Blue's truck was loaded with the dirt 
bikes still and the garage was closed up so I walked to the 
front door and knocked. 

Nana opened the door with a grin and a wicked twinkle in 
her eyes and motioned for me to follow her. 

We walked the same route to the kitchen we'd walked a 
couple of days earlier. But the room was empty and silent 
this time. I looked at Nana for an explanation, but she just 
sat down at her seat at the head of the table near the sink 
under the window, so I took a seat to her left and waited. 

“There you are! It's about damn time," said Blue coming 
in from the garage. 

“Oh good, you're here," said Winnie coming in from the 
hall behind me. 

“What's going on...Nana looks like the cat that's eaten 
the caviar, but won't say anything," I said winking at her. 

“Daisy called and left a message that basically was code 
for, get your butts to the bat cave...\Ne have no idea what's 
happened, but it must be a response to Trottel. You ready to 
mount up?" asked Winnie. 

“Posse up!" I said standing up. 

I started to follow Blue and Winnie into the garage, but 
Nana put her left hand on my right one resting on the table. 



When I turned to look at her she tapped the top of the jade 
covered Fire Opal with one finger and handed me a banana 
with her free hand. 

I tiled my head and looked at her, wondering what she 
knew of my secrets. 

She smiled a demure smile belying what I suddenly 
suspected would be unnerving, to me anyway, secrets of her 
own, and let go of my hand. 

Hawk was already there when we arrived, sitting on the 
couch finishing off some sort of meal, the smell of which 
made my stomach grumble around the banana Nana had 
given me. 

The four of us stepped into our clandestine world not 
knowing what to expect. The news was surprising. I didn't 
know about Blue and Winnie, but I'd expected a different 
gesture - banks going offline or airports shut down, but The 
Wick Burners knew better and had instead taken down all of 
the buildings owned or operated by Trottel's company. All of 
them. Internationally, every building bearing his name or 
associated with it, was dark. No power except whatever 
non-internet connected generators were on site...elevators 
were stuck, security cameras were blind, automatic doors 
were frozen, residential and commercial units were 
operating by battery powered emergency lights. It was kind 
of beautiful to see the photos from our own east coast and 
countries where the sun had set, being shared on Hisser - 
Trottel's black holes nestled between other buildings 
twinkling with life. 

In the time since the Burners had killed power to his 
buildings and when we'd been able to get to the cabin, 
some enterprising citizens had dragged laptops and 
projectors to sites around the world to project colorful 
messages of light on the black voids...RESIGN! TRAITOR! 
MONSTER! swirled across the face of one building, while 
The Seven Deadly Sins popped up one-at-a-time on another, 
and then there was my personal favorite - a Banksy-like 



image of Trottel holding a bag under a shower of coins 
spilling from a White House shaped slot machine. 

“So, which one of you wants to write Carnyx's post taking 
responsibility for this?" I asked looking straight at Hawk, 
pulling back the chair in front of the monitor we'd all been 
huddled, and gesturing for him to take a seat. 

“What do I say?" he asked. 

“What do you want to say?" I replied. 

He typed Mess with the best, die iike the rest! and 
looked over his right shoulder at me with an enormous grin. 

“I see this one has been properly educated," I said to 
Winnie with a laugh. “Works for me. Any objections?" I 
asked Winnie and Blue. 

“Hack the Planet!" chuckled Blue giving it his seal of 
approval. 

Winnie just giggled like the girl she was when Hackers 
came out in theaters and nodded along. 

Hawk clicked the mouse and it was done. Trottel had 
tried to pull the wool over everyone's eyes and we'd just 
shaved his sheep. No way people would believe he was 
Carnyx now...Well, some still would, but there's no 
accounting for the kind of people who follow cult leaders 
and drink their poison laced powdered drink mixes. 


July 14th, 2017 
A Conference Room 
The White House 
2 p.m. EDT 

Trottel, shadowed by Welman, was the last to arrive to the 
meeting having stopped to watch his favorite news show to 
get his world briefing for the day. 

Welman would never understand why the President of the 
United States would trust what came out of the mouths of 
overly made-up entertainers trying to pass themselves off as 
journalists who read, off teleprompters, “news" scrounged 



out of the trash cans by congressional staffers looking to 
further their futures as paid “expert contributors". 

Trottel entered the room and everyone stood. Wei man 
closed the door and took up his post outside the room 
thinking, / wonder how many of those people have to fight 
the urge to remain seated when that oaf walks into a room. 

Welman's flag camera had been recording since he and 
the President had left the Oval Office for the conference 
room. He hadn't wanted to be seen fiddling with pins and 
buttons in front of anyone so stopped to adjust his tie in 
front of a glass framed photo outside the Oval Office and 
pressed the tiny activation button before stepping in to 
collect the President for the walk down the hall. 

Now he stood outside the conference room door, listening 
and hoping Lincoln would be able to pull something from 
this recording because Welman couldn't hear a damn thing 
through the walls or closed door at first. 

He knew this meeting was to discuss the effects of the 
shutdowns perpetrated by Carnyx. To regular people, it had 
little effect - sure their 401(k) might not be earning 
anything without stocks being traded, and employers were 
scrambling to figure out what to do about payroll tax 
payments since the IRS couldn't process anything, and 
maybe banks and landlords weren't hurting enough yet to 
decide to forgo credit checks for loans and leases so a few 
people couldn't buy cars or move in the last 24 hours as 
they'd planned...but all in all, not a huge deal to average 
folks. To the assholes in the room and on the conference call 
with Trottel and his advisors though? To them, it was an 
enormous deal! Everyone with two brain cells to rub 
together knows that the stock market is just legalized 
gambling, and the house is the only one that wins. The 
stock market should be about giving a team of smart people 
some money to start making and selling a product and 
hoping that the product catches on with the public and the 
company is worth something in the future. But it's not. It's 
about venture capitalists and unicorn investors who get 



their pound of flesh out before the company goes on sale to 
us - the idiot public. The stock market is about buying a 
stock and hoping that the company can meet projections 
pulled from analysts' bungholes every quarter. The stock 
market is about gambling that the company you bought 
stock in isn't going to pull a full Enron and leave you holding 
a pit stained t-shirt that says, “I invested and all I got was 
this lousy used t-shirt." You have no control over anything 
the company does, you're just betting that over time it won't 
shit the bed. You haven't actually invested in the company, 
that was done decades ago and those people have long 
since cashed out. Nope, you've bought stock from someone 
who just unloaded it - maybe because they know something 
you don't or maybe because they've decided to quit playing 
roulette, and you're betting and hoping that its perceived 
value will go up enough so that you can make enough to 
retire by eighty. The executives of the company - they try to 
keep the stock inflated by hyping their products, laying off 
people, and buying other companies to pad their bottom 
lines so they can sell off the stock that was given to them 
and use it to buy second homes on Martha's Vineyard...they 
don't have to gamble, it's free money for them. The banks 
and traders who buy and sell stocks on clients' behalves - 
they don't gamble, they make their money when stocks are 
traded. It's only teachers, secretaries, auto mechanics, bus 
drivers, engineers, and waitresses who personally sit down 
at the Black Jack table and put down $20, or whose 
retirement fund managers put them there, that risk losing 
everything. 

But nobody in this meeting gave two rips about teachers 
and engineers and waitresses...they were losing money 
every minute because they were unable to rack up fees 
"investing" people's IRAs, 401(k)s, SEPs; institutional and 
government retirement accounts, and contributions made to 
foundations and charitable organizations. These people 
loved playing with other people's money because it made 
them rich! They'd fought for decades to prevent individuals 



from being able to control their own retirement accounts. To 
these weasels it made perfect sense to argue that 
secretaries, gardeners, doctors, and bus drivers should be 
investing in Real Estate Investment Trusts owned and 
controlled by con men taking their cut upfront in the form of 
management fees, but not allow them to use the money 
they earned, sitting in their\RAs and 401(k)s, to buy land in 
their own name or invest in a buddy's pot and tater tot shop 
called Toke 'n' Tots! 

Trottel's shouts interrupted his thoughts... 

“What do you mean you can't get the systems back 
online? How stupid are you? Do I need to fire you and hire 
someone who knows how computers work?" 

Well, that's going well, thought Welman. 

Thirty minutes later the door burst open and Trottel tore 
off in a huff towards the residence. Welman followed 
because A) it was his job, and B) he hoped Trottel would 
spout off to someone or even to himself and he could get 
some insight into the meeting that had just taken place. 

True to form, Trottel started ranting at the first familiar 
face he saw - his son-in-law. 

Welman hung back a discreet distance, but still close 
enough to catch the whole conversation. 

“They say it could take months to get things back online! 
Months! And that's if they can find undamaged, or un¬ 
corroded, or un-something backups. IF!!?? Do you know 
what this means??'' Bellowed Trottel at his son-in-law. 

“It means that security at these organizations was a joke? 
It means that people won't be able to buy cars and get home 
loans for a while until banks become desperate enough to 
change their policies? It means the IRS can't be defrauded 
by fake tax returns that foreign criminals use to steal tax 
payer money because we've forced everyone onto the 
internet and they've all had their identities stolen?" replied 
his son-in-law. 

“No! It means they're all going to pull their support for 
me. It means they won't loan my companies money to fund 



my new projects and refinance my old ones. They were all 
going to get me good deals in exchange for reduced 
banking and privacy regulations and oversight, and now 
they're all pulling out of their deals because they know I 
can't win in 2020 after all of this!" 

"Well, that's not good. Dick Jr. tells me you're going to 
need an infusion of cash soon or some of your loans are 
going to default and once that gets out your base will 
question your business ability, which is one of your 
campaign talking points - what a great businessman you 
are." 

"This is a disaster! We have to find out who these people 
are and end them! I need you to get me Duke. He's the 
only one I can trust. He's got people everywhere and access 
to everything. He's got a private spy machine that only 
takes orders from him. He doesn't care about the Pentagon, 
or the Justice Department, or Congress, or stupid laws that 
get in the way of finding people and getting rid of them. 
Get Duke here by tomorrow. I'm putting him on this Carnyx- 
thing! I want these people found and executed. I don't care 
what it costs. No one gets to expose Augustine's files and 
shut down services unless I say it's okay." 

"Right, I'll let him know, but two things - how are you 
going to pay for this and you don't want him to come here. 
You want to meet him somewhere private. If the Attorney 
General sees him or it gets back to the Director of the FBI, 
they'll know you're starting your own rogue investigation 
and they'll be obligated to alert Congress because it will be 
a competing investigation that might interfere with the 
official ones, and because they'll want to cover their asses." 

"I'm the President! I can spend all the government 
money I want on anything I want. And it's time I fire the 
Attorney General anyway. And the FBI works for me now, 
they know what happened to the last guy who pissed me off, 
they won't risk making me unhappy again. The new director 
is my guy. He'll keep his people in line. Look what they did 



for me on the Supreme Court nominee, cleared him before 
the date I told them to.” 

"Be careful how you pay Duke. There will be financial 
records if you use government assets. You might be better 
off paying him as a consultant from your campaign account, 
or better yet, getting a PAC to pay him. You've got lots of 
friends who run PACs, you might even want to loop in 
Merchant on this and have his PAC pay Duke to run this op. 
Merchant has a vested interest in ending Carnyx. If you're 
going to fire the AG you better do it before you talk to Duke 
in case anyone ever finds out you hired Duke to do this. If 
you fire the AG after you hire Duke, after it comes out 
publically, should it come to that, it'll look like you got rid of 
the AG to protect your own rogue spy ring.” 

"Fine, fine. Tell Duke and Merchant to meet me down at 
Sea Lake, I'll go down for golf.” 

"You don't want to do that. Too many people, too much 
press. If you're seen with either of them, it'll raise alarms 
among the intelligence community not loyal to you and 
they'll tip off people in Congress and the media. If people 
see photos of you meeting with Merchant now, after the 
exposure of Augustine, it won't go well for you in 2020. Do 
you have any foreign travel plans? Better to have them 
meet you on the road where they can sneak into a hotel 
room. I'm serious, you don't want the American people 
finding out you gave a private company permission to claw 
through their lives looking for a needle in a haystack. 
People are furious about Augustine Survey and all the state, 
county, and city governments and companies who sold them 
all their private information. Right now, you're just the guy 
who didn't stop the information rape and used it to win an 
election, but if it comes out that you're directly involved 
with people who, upon your request, investigate every 
citizen in the US, EU, Canada, Asia, and Mexico, Central and 
South America on your behalf...you can kiss not just next 
term goodbye, but probably this one too.” 



“Fine, fine. I'll find a reason to go somewhere. Where 
should I go?" 

“Well, that's a good question. The UK doesn't want you 
there. Canada and Mexico certainly don't have a reason to 
invite you for meetings. I can't think Germany could be 
convinced to invite you. It's going to have to be a personal 
trip - not a government related one. What about a trip to 
visit your wife's home country? Say you want to take your 
youngest son to visit his maternal homeland or some 
nonsense. Make a show of visiting her old house and school. 
You could stay in Switzerland and helicopter in to avoid any 
talk of it being a sign to the Russians about, Christ, who 
knows what...the media can make scandal soup out of used 
chewing gum and flat beer and people will eat it up. Make a 
media circus of the visit to your wife's ancestral cemetery, 
but keep the Swiss stay as a “nothing burger" as they say, 
then have Duke and Merchant meet you there. Political 
illusion, you're President Houdini." 

“Okay, you set it up. I'll tell someone here about the 
travel plans, but you call Duke and Merchant." 

“I'll do it tonight." 

Trottel decided to head back to the Oval Office to get the 
ball rolling on his travel plans, a small skip in his step at the 
thought of being able to finally get some answers on the 
Carnyx-thing. 

Welman followed behind knowing he'd just gotten the 
whole conversation on his recording device. It didn't even 
matter what had happened in the conference room earlier, 
the big story was Trottel admitting he controlled the FBI, 
which should be a completely independent, non-political 
agency; used Mel Merchant's company to investigate private 
citizens without legal cause or authority, and that he was 
hiring Duke to go after Carnyx. 

Duke Redmond was a former Army Ranger turned private 
military/ security/investigations service provider. He had an 
international army of former spooks, law enforcement, and 



military personnel on his payroll. He charged his clients 
ridiculous sums of money and paid his people well. The only 
rule was, Don't Get Caught. Other than that, there was 
nothing out of bounds. Torture? No problem. Blackmail, 
breaking and entering, stalking? No problem. Bribery, 
framing someone, kidnapping? No problem. Even straight 
up murder wasn't off the table if it got the client what they 
wanted. 

Duke's family had been huge supporters of Trottel's 
campaign and now they were reveling in the fruits of their 
labor. Duke's brother had a spot on Trottel's cabinet and 
Duke himself had been meeting for months with Congress 
members and Pentagon officials to lobby for his company to 
provide a private military in the Middle East to quell the 
problems there once and for all. Trottel supported paying 
Duke billions to do what he said the O'Barry administration 
and the Pentagon had failed to do, but so far it wasn't a 
popular idea. 

Welman was nervous. If Duke could bring down Carnyx, it 
might be enough to bend Congress to his will, and THAT 
would be a disaster! Just imagine a man motivated only by 
money, in charge of putting down ISIS, “uniting tribal 
leaders", and “mending fences". The body count would be 
horrendous and there would be no incentive to truly try to 
bring peace because there's no money in peace. 


July 16th, 2017 
Zurich, Switzerland 
10 p.m. 

“So, you understand your job?" asked Trottel. 

“I do," replied Duke. “It will take a little time, but it will 
be my pleasure." 

“It better not take too much time," grumbled Trottel 
standing up from the dining table in his suite and walking 
over to the couch to watch TV. 



“Realistically, Duke, how long will this take?" asked Mel 
Merchant quietly, beneath the drone of the television across 
the room. 

“These people are ghosts, Mel," said Duke. “I'm going to 
need to talk to my contacts in the alphabet agencies from 
North America to China and find the needle in the train car 
of needles. No one can hide once I focus my attention." 

“What if they go silent. Completely off the radar. What if 
they're done and are just sitting back to wait out the 
reaction from the public?" 

“I think we can prod them into more action by getting on 
TV and basically calling them impotent. If we stick to the 
story that this was another country attacking us, we'll shut 
the citizens up and quell any thought of Strike, and we'll 
goad this Carnyx into doing something else which will cause 
them to expose themselves, but this time I'll be waiting and 
watching." 



Chapter XXXVII 


July 17th, 2017 

Red Lake Reservation, MN 

Days had passed and for the most part nothing 
happened...People still went to work every day, they still 
went to airports to fly, summer school students attended 
class. The internet bulged with opinion pieces about who 
was behind Carnyx, whether people should Strike and the 
horrible things that would happen if they did. There were 
small groups that organized and declared their 
independence from corruption - but they were mocked and 
teased by the media outlets and politicians. And there had 
been yet another mass shooting - this time at a music 
festival in the desert, but it was done by a white guy so 
short of listing the names of the victims and giving us the 
first, middle, and last name of the shooter who'd seen fit to 
collect 29 firearms and an entire trunk of ammunition, the 
media and politicians had no interest in figuring out why he 
did it, or passing firearm laws to prevent future shootings, 
because they couldn't classify it as “terrorism" because that 
word had been redefined to mean only acts of terror 
committed by people of the Islamic faith. It was so 
backasswards I was really beginning to understand why 
some people drink themselves stupid, and kinda wished it 
was in my make-up to embrace that behavior. 

I sighed as Winnie turned off the end of the 11 o'clock 
news in her living room. “Well, I guess that's it. America, 
the United Kingdom, Canada, western Europe - they're just 
never going to get out of their own way, are they? They'd 
rather sit around reading clickbait online meant to scare 
them into submission and feed their drivel addiction, than 
get off their asses and stand up for their rights. The DNA 
that built this country, that survived plague and Victoria's 
slums, that survived slavery and the Holocaust has been 



muzzled by ignorance and fear. I'm going to bed. I think I'll 
head out tomorrow. I'll head east and see about shipping 
Luka home and getting myself back too. Not much point in 
staying state-side. I miss my family. It's time to pack it in 
and go back to my little life, my little pub, and my little 
dogs," I said heaving myself off the couch. 

"I just don't get it," said Winnie melting into the couch 
we'd been sharing. 

"Don't you?" replied Blue, growling like a jungle cat. "All 
humans do is stick their head in the sand! We're dumber 
than animals! We'll worship at the feet of obnoxious people 
who say horrible things and smash people for entertainment, 
or who lie and sell unfeasible promises. But listen to 
reasonable, intelligent people who want to provide solutions 
instead of blame? Oh no, can't do that! You know what? 
These idiots are going to get what they deserve - 
generations of enslavement and misery," he said rising from 
the armchair he'd been sitting in. "Some people get it and 
they'll make smart choices to avoid some of the harsher 
realities, but most people are going to continue to get up 
every day and take their kids to rotten schools then pedal 
off to a job with no future and no security so that they can 
afford to pay the minimum on their credit card that they ran 
up to buy the newest iPhone every two years. As a race, we 
are dumb motherfuckers! I'm out..." he said walking down 
the hall towards the bedrooms. 

Nana River sat rocking in her chair in the darkened 
corner, a blank expression on her face as she watched our 
animated discussion. I considered for a minute asking 
Winnie why Nana never spoke, but figured it rude to ask in 
front of Nana and frankly just felt too exhausted to even 
speak. 

I waved weakly at Winnie and Nana, "I'll see you girls in 
the morning," I said and showed myself out the front door. 

I was nearly my birthday. The fireflies dancing on the 
cool summer breeze and the realization I could be home in 
time to have a cheesecake with my family and friends for my 



birthday lifted my spirits. I sat on the front step of Nana's 
house and listened to the music of northern Minnesota in 
summer...frogs, crickets, the swoosh of air as it blows 
through foliage, an owl's hoot. This is about the oniy opera I 
couid ever iisten to, I thought to myself as I closed my eyes, 
leaned up against the side of the house, and let the night 
sing me a lullaby. I found myself remembering how winter 
nights in Minnesota are nearly silent, filled with bare trees 
and a world muffled by snow, and for a moment felt a deep 
biting chill. My eyes popped open involuntarily as if 
expecting danger, but my brain calmed the adrenaline rush 
with a logical, Probabiy just a coid biast from the Arctic. 
Regardless of the reason, the spell was broken so I dragged 
myself inside thinking. Now I know what peopie mean when 
they say "Someone Just waiked over my grave."! 

I snuggled into bed and realized it was well into breakfast 
at home - a perfect time to check in with Lexie and even the 
dogs. I lit a candle sitting on the night stand and spun the 
bracelet around on my left wrist until I found the Animal 
Stone. Touching it, I closed my eyes and “spoke" to Pixie 
and Cowboy. I thought of images of things we'd done in the 
past - sitting in the sun on the patio, cooking in the kitchen 
under their watchful eyes and noses - and smiled as I 
realized they were sleeping at home and my thoughts were 
feeding into their dreams. I switched over to the Thought 
Stone and spoke to Lexie. I scared the crap out of her of 
course, but she'd come to expect that from me these days. 

“Jeezus, Mom! We have got to come up with a warning 
system for this!" 

“Yeah," I laughed. “Sorry. I don't exactly have access to 
a phone I can use to call you from where I am." 

“And where is that exactly?" 

“Minnesota! I'm on an Indian Reservation called Red 
Lake. All my devices are powered off for obvious reasons, 
and I don't want to use their phones to call you all just to be 



on the safe side - no point in connecting dots that don't 
need to be connected." 

"No way! I miss Minnesota! I miss 2011! What's it like 
on a Reservation?" 

"The people are amazing. I'm staying with friends of 
Daisy and Oliver's. I'll tell you all about it when I see you." 

"When will that be? When are you coming home?" 

"Looks like soon. We gave it our best shot, but exactly 
jack all is happening so I give up." 

"I don't blame you. All that work though." 

"It is what it is. I miss you guys. How are the kids?" I 
asked referencing the dogs. 

"They're fine. Sleeping after morning walkies and 
breakfast." 

"Where's your dad?" 

"Why don't you just use the Scrying Silver and find out?" 

"Seems rude..." 

"Oh, so breaking into my head is fine, but using The Orb 
to find your husband is rude?" she said indignantly. 

"I didn't want to find him on the pot," I said laughing. 

"Okay, I'll buy that," she said chuckling. "He's actually in 
the kitchen cooking, we've got a pretty full house this 
morning. I'd just come upstairs to grab a hair tie when you 
popped in..." 

"I'll let you go. Tell Dad I'll probably be home by my 
birthday and I'll call him as soon as I get off the Reservation 
and have an active phone. Gotta figure out what to do with 
Luka..." I said drifting off into my own thoughts trying to 
plan my departure. 

"K, gotta go. Mom." Lexie said snapping me out of it. 

"K. 'Night." 

Knowing I'd be unable to sleep, I fished out my necklace 
from under my pajama shirt and peeked in at the pub using 
the Scrying Silver...Jesse scrambling eggs in the kitchen, the 
dogs asleep upstairs in the bedroom in a sliver of morning 



sunlight, and Lexie dancing around the dining room serving 
tea, juice, and plates from the kitchen. 

I suddenly wanted to be home more than anything... 

I blew out the candle and settled into the pillow willing 
sleep to come so I could begin my journey back to Scotland. 

Sleep came, and so did the dream...l sat alone in a boat, 
an old aluminum canoe, on onyx-black calm waters lit by 
moonlight. I was sitting in the center of the boat, holding a 
heavy grey sphere studded with colored stones and lumps of 
metals. My dream brain tried to understand why I was in the 
middle of the boat rather than the back where it recalled 
always sitting to better steer, but it couldn't completely 
chew on that niggling mystery because it was working out 
where it had seen the stones before, and it wondered why 
they were glowing ever so faintly. I turned the ball around in 
my hands inspecting each treasure embedded within. A 
bank of clouds slipped over the moon and I sat in total 
darkness save for the dim glow of the bits nestled in the 
strange ball, and that's when I noticed it - a similar glow 
coming from the bank of the river or lake I was on. I tried to 
use the light from the sphere to look for a paddle to try to 
move the canoe to shore - but it didn't generate enough 
light. I felt around behind me with my arms and kicked out 
with my feet in front of me, checking the bottom of the boat 
for anything I could use to paddle...Nothing. I had to get to 
shore. I just had to get to shore. The canoe was too wide 
where I sat in the center to use my arms in the water. I'd 
have to move to the front or back, but I couldn't get off the 
seat, I was strapped in with a seat belt from the rear seats of 
an '82 Toyota Corolla SR-5 - I recognized them from the car I 
learned to drive when I was 16. The release was jammed. I 
couldn't get it to let go of the metal tongue! I tried to figure 
out how to unscrew the bolt holding the strap to the 
underside of the metal seat, but couldn't budge it with my 
fingers. I set the heavy ball down in the bottom of the boat 



to use both hands on my captor. The water suddenly got 
rough, the canoe rocked from side-to-side causing the ball to 
roll from side-to-side increasing the degree to which the boat 
tipped towards the water. The boat was going to roll and I 
was going to be strapped to it! Suddenly my brain did the 
math, I could just scoot out backwards, like sliding out of a 
sleeping bag. I braced my hands on the back of the seat I 
was strapped to and shoved myself backwards out of the lap 
belt just as the boat capsized. The waters calmed, and I 
found I could stand up and walk to shore. But I'd lost The 
Orb. 


July 18th, 2017 

Red River Reservation, MN 

3 a.m. 

The Orb! I thought, my eyes popping open in the 
darkness of the earliest hours to stare at Nana River's 
ceiling. I tried to process everything that had just 
happened. My heart was still racing from my near drowning 
and I was trying to recall the feeling of The Orb in my hands. 
It was no use...I needed a reset and to try to go back to 
sleep. I sat up and swung my legs to the floor intending to 
go to the kitchen for a class of cold orange juice and gasped, 
“Nana! Cheese on crackers! You scared the crap out of me! 
Are you okay?" I asked the shape sitting in the carved wood 
chair in the darkened corner near the foot of the bed. 

Saying nothing, she rose and walked towards me, a pile of 
my clothes in her hands. She handed me the neatly folded 
stack of jeans, t-shirt, and socks. 

“We going somewhere?" I asked her. 

She just smiled. 

“A little walk will probably do me good," I said slipping 
out of my pajama pants to put on my jeans. 

I finished dressing, brushed my teeth, put my hair up in a 
bun held by a single blue chopstick, and followed her out 



the front door. 

We walked straight north towards Red Lake. Through 
people's yards, across empty lots and people's gardens until 
we reached the shore. In the moonlight, I could make out 
three silvery birch bark canoes laying upside down like 
beached dolphins. 

“It's beautiful," I said thinking we'd turn around and go 
back to bed now. But no, Nana had other ideas. 

She approached the nearest canoe, flipped it over, and 
gestured me over to help her carry it to the water. 

“This isn't a good idea, Nana. It's pretty dark out there, 
what if we hit something, a tree trunk or rocks?" 

She ignored me, walked into the lake and stepped into 
the canoe - in the rear seat. 

“You're driving?" I asked following her lead. 

She smiled and removed a paddle from a wooden c- 
shaped clip fastened to the inside of the body of the boat. I 
looked at the opposite wall, removed the second paddle, and 
wished I had a cell phone if for no other reason than to 
check the time and write a quick message to say goodbye 
should my body never be found. 

We quickly found a rhythm. Nana pointed the boat west 
and I paddled on the opposite side of the boat from her to 
keep us going at a good clip without fighting her steering. 
When I heard her remove her paddle to switch sides, I'd pull 
mine from the water long enough to feel a course correction, 
then resume my power stroke. 

The lapping of the water on the bow and the tiny splash 
of wood slipping into water were the only sounds. My brain 
tried to poke me about the coincidence of the dream I'd had 
less than an hour before and the fact I was now canoeing to 
only the owls knew where with a woman who didn't speak, 
but I ignored it. Truth was, I loved the adventure. The 
weather and water were warm, I was a good swimmer, and 
Nana was obviously a badass - what's the worst that could 
happen? We'd get wet? Small price to pay for a final hurrah 
before heading home to Scotland and back to the world 



where no one gave a crap and were perfectly happy to live 
as so much steerage. 

I could make out some sort of land ahead of us. It 
seemed too soon to have reached the western shore of the 
lake, but what did I know. I pulled my paddle from the water 
to see where Nana wanted us to go. She aimed the canoe 
straight for the land before us. It occurred to me that it was 
actually a tiny island in the lake. I could make out its 
silhouette in the moonlight - rounded shoulders of land 
dipping into the water with a copse of trees in the center, it 
looked quite like a giant woman emerging from beneath the 
water. We ran the boat aground, hopped out and pulled it 
onto the beach. 

I was soaking wet from the knees down for the second 
time in an hour, but I didn't care. “So, what's the plan 
Nana? Have you been hiding the Fountain of Youth out here 
and now you're going to share it with me or am I to be some 
sort of sacrifice to the snow gods?" 

Nana just smiled, took my hand and led me into the 
woods. We stopped at edge of what seemed to be a large 
circular depression filled with birch trees shimmering in the 
moonlight, surrounded by a pine tree forest. Fireflies danced 
amongst the birch trees like tiny fairies in air perfumed by 
warm pine needles and heady mushrooms. 

Nana led me around the edge of the birch tree lake and 
then down into it, stopping at a log nestled in a green carpet 
of dandelions and grasses. She motioned to the log as if 
saying. Sit I longed to use the Thought Stone and see what 
this was all about, but truth be told, I wanted to be 
surprised...it was exciting and mysterious to be out here on 
this Reservation with her, enjoying nature and time. 

I sat on the log as directed and expected her to sit with 
me, but instead she began clearing grass, and weeds, and 
old leaves from a patch of earth in front of the log bench. 
Soon she was digging up the ground. What the heck? I 
thought, itching to use the Thought Stone and sitting on my 
hands to stop myself. 



About a foot down she stopped digging and started trying 
to pull something to the surface, rocking it back and forth 
trying to pry it loose. I couldn't see what it was, but it 
couldn't have been bigger than a bread box based on the 
size of the hole she'd dug. 

With one last tug, she fell backwards holding a lump of 
some sort. Before I could get up and give her a hand, she 
was on her feet and walking the few steps to my perch on 
the old log. 

She sat down next to me and handed me the package. In 
my lap, I unwrapped what turned out to be layers of bark, a 
woven grass mat, and a piece of cloth around what looked 
like a rectangular stone brick. Nana reached over into my 
lap and lifted the top off, identifying it as a box carved from 
a lightly tan granite flecked with darker colored bits that in 
the dim light looked like they might be red and black. 
Within the box sat something wrapped in what looked like 
another piece of fabric - and it seemed to be glowing. Like 
the dream! I thought to myself as I picked up the tiny parcel. 

I tried to hand it to Nana, but she pushed my hand back 
silently demanding that I open it, not her. I realized in that 
moment that the Hexensteine on my bracelet, the diamonds 
in my ring, and the pendant of metals on around my neck 
were glowing too. I looked closely at the bracelet holding 
the Fire Opal hidden under a veneer of jade and discerned a 
faint glow around the edges of the setting. What the hell??? 

"The Orb is the hell," came a voice from the birch forest. 

"Aza," I said as she emerged wearing a summery purple 
dress, the shade of the violets in her hair that matched her 
irises. I smiled as my brain computed the fact she'd been 
naked every other time I'd met her. 

Nana stiffened but only slightly, a reflexive response to 
fear borne of decades of weathering its sharp edges. 

Nana stared at the vision before her - Aza with her skin of 
dappled blues and greens, flaming crimson mane, and 
intense purple eyes that shifted from shades of lavender to 
blackberry as light and shadow penetrated them. 



“Nana River, Aza. Aza, I'm assuming you already know 
Nana?" I said mundanely introducing them. I was so used to 
Aza's bizarre behaviors that they didn't faze me anymore 
and I knew Nana would be fine considering, if history were 
an indication, she was a descendant of Aza's who was about 
to get a really good look at her family tree - pun not 
intended, but I'm keeping it. Instead I focused on the 
glowing package in my hands and began unwrapping it. 
Inside the cloth sat a rock, a mineral technically, probably... 
It was roughly the size and shape of a half a roll of quarters, 
a creamy white color with a pearlescent shimmer, and 
emitting a pale blue aura for lack of a better word. 

“Aza, you know, this would be a lot easier if you'd just 
collect all The Orb pieces and drop them off in a shoe box 
somewhere," I said suddenly very tired and short tempered. 

“Easy? Yes. But easy is not the way of existence. The 
Orb will find you as it wishes to..." 

“Oh horse balls!" I said standing up. “The Orb isn't 
sentient, it isn't hiding - you know where all the pieces are 
and what they all do! Just reassemble it and let's get on 
with this," I said walking around the hole Nana had dug and 
catching a glimpse of what looked like a tea-stained skull 
but ignoring it. “All this power in my possession is wasted - I 
can only use the bits and bobs if I'm touching them and if I 
have some sort of understanding of the target. What's the 
point of all that?" I asked continuing my rant. “You can use 
all the powers, even with them scattered all over the galaxy. 
I give you my permission - just do it, just end it. Blow the 
whole fricking place up! What's the point of prolonging the 
suffering of innocent animals and children in a world that 
wants to grind them into sausage for a handful of egotistical, 
sanctimonious, greedy monsters? Shut the whole thing 
down and see if you can reboot it - if not, no great loss!" I 
said throwing the new Orb piece at her. 

She caught the glowing white stone and closed the gap 
between where we stood in less time than it took me to 
blink. She stood nose to nose with me, the wind suddenly 



whipping up and blowing her hair into a raging fire. For an 
instant between heartbeats I thought she was going to melt 
me into mushroom food, but she just smiled and kissed me 
on the tip of my nose. 

Even before I had time to compute what had just 
happened I realized she was now sitting in a tree above our 
heads and I was holding the strange glowing rock again. 

“Nana - you want to deal with this?" I asked gesturing 
back and forth between the woman in the tree and the 
woman sitting on the log who looked like she'd just watched 
a tennis match between lunatic pixies or whatever the 
Native American equivalent of ornery, possibly magical, 
beings is. She shook her head slowly and looked from me to 
Aza perched in her tree. 

“Okay, fine Aza, you win. What the hell does this thing 
do?" I asked waggling the rock at her. “And why the hell 
does Nana River know about it? And while we're on the 
topic of poor Nana - I'm guessing she's one of yours? You 
wanna give her the spiel I or should I?" 

Aza was suddenly sitting next to Nana on the log. She 
placed one slim greenish-blue hand on Nana's ear and the 
other on her own mouth. Nana's eyes grew wide then 
relaxed as she absorbed Aza's story. I wasn't convinced the 
hand placement was necessary given Aza's powers, but 
what did I know. I roamed over to the skull I'd seen earlier 
and kneeled down to investigate further while Aza and Nana 
got to know each other. 

It looked like a very old burial. I wondered if the entire 
area was a burial ground for the tribe. “So, what did you 
know about this rock?" I asked the skull staring up at me. “It 
was pretty important to you, wasn't it? Were you Nana's 
mom?" I asked wiping away some of the soil from her face. 

A twinkling light above my head caught my eye. Dawn 
was here and she was tickling the leaves of the trees, 
warming things up and waking up the wind. 

Nana took a seat on the ground on the other side of the 
grave. My grandmother, she said with her hands in what I 



recognized as American Sign Language. 

You're deaf? I signed back shocked that I hadn't seen 
anyone signing with her in all the time I'd been here. 

She nodded and smiled. 

But you know ASL? I signed, thanking whatever bizarre 
twist of fate had led me to download and play with Marlee 
Matlin's Sign Language App years before. 

/ do now, she signed. 

Now? I asked. 

A Z A, she said signing the individual letters. 

Not knowing how to sign my next question I touched the 
Thought Stone and asked disbelievingly, She taught you 
how to sign?! Like, just now?! She taught you an entire 
ianguage in those few minutes? 

Nana grinned like a little girl who'd just gotten 
everything she'd asked for at Christmas and nodded. No 
one else on the Reservation would know how to 
communicate with her, but between knowing how to write 
and now knowing ASL, she could teach them. Who cared 
about explaining her sudden knowledge of an entire 
language - if she didn't acknowledge it as being out of the 
ordinary no one else would. Just act like everything is 
normal, right? Sure, why not? 

Aza sat at the head of the grave and pulled the skull from 
the earth. She stroked the muddy bits of hair that clung to 
the bone and stared into the empty eye sockets. 

I suddenly had an idea. I pulled off my necklace of Orb 
pieces and handed it to Nana, then using the Thought 
Stone, I told her how to use it. 

Nana and I sat huddled side-by-side looking into the 
Spirit Stone while Aza reburied one of her precious children. 
Nana called to her grandmother and I silently hoped her 
essence was still whole in the waters of life to be able to 
respond. 

The face of a woman appeared bearing the deeply tanned 
skin of a Native American who'd spent a life working the 
land, and a red mane accented with a blaze of white starting 



over her left eye. I set my left wrist on my left knee, placed 
a finger on the Thought Stone, gestured for Nana to do the 
same and explained to her silently that she should now try 
to talk to her grandmother. 

Hello? Spoke Nana tentatively with her mind. 

River my girl! Boomed the voice of the woman summoned 
by the Spirit Stone. 

Nana, replied Nana River wistfully. 

What is this place? 

I am not sure, Nana. I have met new friends. I led them 
to your grave, to your stone. They have stones that also 
glow, stones that belong together. 

Is this one of your new friends? kskeb Nana the First. 

She is. 

I smiled at Nana River and said. Please ask your 
grandmother the story of her stone. 

The iridescent stone the color of children's teeth had 
been in the family for generations. Nana the First's people 
had begun in the coastal area of what we now consider the 
Carolinas and Georgia. The stone was found by Nana's 
ancestor the day the white people arrived. Originally it had 
been taken home as a gift for the discoverer's wife, but that 
night, after the sun went down, the couple realized that the 
stone was more than just a unique keepsake - it glowed! 
Believing in omens and finding meanings in things, they 
debated whether the glowing stone discovered the same 
day the pale skinned ones had landed and explored the 
abandoned camp of the other pale skins was a good sign or 
a warning. 

They decided to keep their secret from the rest of their 
people until they understood what the stone meant. Their 
people kept an eye on the new people in their strange 
clothes of foreign cloth and metal. They watched as some of 
the white tribe was abandoned on shore by others of their 
tribe who sailed away towards the rising sun. They watched 
as the ones left behind became sick, weak, and starved. 



And all the while, the White Stone glowed with an aura of 
pale blue. 

Soon a tribe from the west came to the ocean to trade 
with Nana the First's people. They discovered the tribe of 
pale skinned people and asked after them - From where did 
they come? Did they have protections? 

The objective of the people from the west was clear - they 
wanted to take the new arrivals to work in their mines and in 
their fields if it was possible. They wanted to turn them into 
property to be sold and traded. 

The couple with the White Stone debated quietly but 
heatedly that night. Did the stone mean for them to protect 
the new arrivals or to warn them that they were evil? There 
were women and children in the pale skin camp who would 
not be protected by the western tribe's laws because they 
were not born into them, they would become slaves 
expected to work in unspeakable ways if dishonorable 
people bought them. 

The couple touched the White Stone and asked \t...What 
do you ask of us? 

Suddenly they saw a scene - a massacre of the white 
tribe who had tried to fight off the people of the west. All 
but the children and some women were killed, and they were 
taken away, tied together by a single rope, marched through 
the woods and whipped for falling down. 

The woman looked down at her rounded belly and then at 
her husband. She shook her head no and he knew what she 
meant. 

When their own camp slept they stole off to the white 
tribe's camp. 

Their vision of the future, a future, could not be far off 
because the visitors from the west would be leaving the next 
day. They knew they must try to warn the mothers in the 
white tribe. 

From months of watching the strange people, they knew 
where the guards perched and where the families slept. 
They walked silently in the shadows of the camp's buildings 



and trusted their gods to keep them safe from the strange, 
violent weapons of the white people. 

They entered the home of the woman with the infant girl 
with red hair first. Her husband had recently died and they 
hoped she'd be inclined to try to understand them and 
spread the word to the others in her strange language. She 
lived in the last unit of a row of small wooden huts. 

The couple listened at the walls to see if the mother was 
awake or asleep. They heard soft snores from inside and 
agreed that only the wife would enter and try to 
communicate - mother to mother. 

The white woman woke with a start as the darker skinned 
woman gently jostled her awake. She recoiled in the bed 
and folded herself into a tiny package along the wall of her 
home. She hoped her daughter would not wake and this 
strange woman would not harm her. 

The pregnant woman sat on the edge of blanket and 
grass mattress. She pointed to herself and her belly, then at 
the woman and the small box in which the infant slept. She 
wrapped her arms around her belly in a gesture indicating 
protection then pointed again to the woman, the baby in the 
box and made the same gesture. 

The white woman uncoiled a bit. 

The native woman gestured at the white woman, her 
sleeping daughter, made the protection gesture again and 
then a new gesture indicating “come with me, come along." 

She stood and walked to the door. She stood in the 
closed doorway, pointed outside, beyond the door, and 
began striking at the air with an invisible hammer and again 
pointed at the woman and her sleeping child and motioned 
for them to come with her, out the door. 

The woman with the pale skin, aqua eyes, and golden 
hair, and the woman with the bronze skin, chocolate eyes, 
and ebony hair might well have been from different worlds, 
but the language of motherhood is universal. Danger, run, 
protection. 



The woman trusted her instincts, crawled off the bed, 
dressed, shoved what meagre supplies she had in the 
blanket that covered the grass mattress, picked up her 
sleeping infant, and followed the stranger out her front door. 

The pregnant woman walked to the next home followed 
by her new sister who explained to the occupant they must 
flee. 

At the next house the pregnant woman shook her head - 
there was a man inside, she could not rescue men, they 
would not be permitted in her tribe. She made a gesture of 
a man, holding his member and standing to pee and shook 
her head no. 

At the next house, a house with a husband, wife, and a 
grown son, the pregnant woman told the two women with 
her - no one who stands to pee, but they could ask the wife, 
one who nurses babies she gestured, to come. 

They went house by house, the white women explaining 
to the inhabitants that danger was coming that women and 
children could be offered protection. 

In the end, five women and two children were all that 
chose to leave. Older children wanted to stay with their 
parents and wives wouldn't leave their husbands. The 
women who left were widowed or their husbands insisted 
they hide. 

The pregnant woman led her small band to her husband 
waiting in the woods outside the camp. They hid them in a 
small cave known to them in the woods and returned to their 
own home to see what the next day would bring. 

The visitors from the west were up with the sun. They left 
without event, but the couple noted their small group took 
the trail to the east instead of west towards their home. The 
couple looked at each other and the wife stroked her 
pregnant belly. 

The news came quickly. The westerners had attacked the 
white camp, slaughtered the resisters and elderly and taken 
the able-bodied. They were now marching west with a group 
of young men and women tied together by a long rope. 



That evening the couple stole out again. They led the 
small pack of people from the across the sea to their old 
camp and showed them the carnage. The white women 
cried and did their best to bury the dead and gather 
anything of use that had been left behind and was 
unbroken. Exhausted, they sat down and began talking 
amongst themselves about what to do. 

The couple had watched all this with fascination. They 
spoke to each other... 

“They look so different from us, but they are like us. They 
are strong and they honor their people. We cannot leave 
them here. They will have even less protection now and will 
perish at the next attack, if not sooner from hunger or 
injury," said the husband. 

"Yes," said the wife. "We will adopt them as sisters of our 
people. The White Stone spoke to us for this reason." 

The husband stepped into the clearing where the women 
sat. He picked up the small red-headed infant and the small 
male child with fawn colored hair and began to walk towards 
his home. His wife gestured for the women to pick up what 
they could of use and value and come. 

Defeated and frightened, they looked at each other and 
silently agreed to survive. Raleigh would send supplies and 
men to rescue them, England would not let them languish 
here forever. 

The five women lived long full lives as members of their 
new tribe, but they never gave up hope someone would 
return with ships to rescue them. They died with that hope 
still fluttering in their hearts. Their children cared less so 
about the stories of rescue and a foreign land across the 
great water. They learned English from their mothers as well 
as the tongue of their adoptive aunt, uncle, and cousin. 
When their mothers died, the young red-haired girl and 
young green-eyed boy were formally adopted by their 
rescuers and joined their new brother in adventures children 
today can only imagine. 



The couple used the White Stone to protect their people. 
When matters came before the tribe, the couple looked to 
the future to see danger. They never told another soul 
about the stone's powers, but they did show it to their now 
three children to determine to which one they should leave 
it. But the stone did not speak to any of them. They could 
not see the glow. The couple was horrified that they could 
not protect their tribe after they died, that they could not 
pass on their secret. 

They didn't understand DNA, but they suspected that if 
they could use the stone, perhaps there would be others in 
the future would be born who could as well. They created a 
story, a legend, for their children. They told them that the 
stone was an ancient artifact of their tribe and that legend 
had it that someday it would glow for the one who could 
wield its power, whatever that was, they said, pretending 
they themselves had been unworthy of its powers. They left 
the stone to their three children along with instructions to 
ask it for advice should it glow, trusting that one day the 
story of the stone would be told to a descendant who would 
see it glow, hold it, and ask it for help as the legend foretold. 

The legend lived in the family for generations. In the 
darkest of times, the couple's descendants hoped that 
someone would be able to awaken the stone and save their 
people who were being slaughtered and removed at horrific 
rates, but it was not until Nana River's grandmother reached 
the age at which the family had begun testing the stone, 
that someone finally saw it glow. 

The original couple's descendants had moved north and 
east over centuries, escaping war, European settlement, and 
genocide. 

In 1905, Nana the First was ten years-old. She and her 
parents and grandparents lived relatively peacefully on the 
Red Lake Reservation. The heroic actions and horrific 
experiences of her ancestors would never seem real to her, 
but her family had continued the tradition of having all 
descendants hold the sacred stone on their tenth birthday. 



It had become more of a right-of-passage celebrating the 
ten-year mark for every child rather than the test of 
worthiness it had been created as. Nana the First's parents 
didn't believe her when she said she could see the stone 
glow. They thought she was making it up because she had 
heard the lore and wanted attention. She was the youngest 
of four and always competing for attention from her three 
older brothers. They laughed and took away the stone, 
tucking it away in her mother's treasure trunk for their 
grandchildren someday. No one had ever seen the stone 
glow in over three hundred years - it was nothing but an old 
legend hatched by people who wanted to protect a little 
bauble they'd found while planting. Just a silly story told by 
people who didn't have books or radio with which to amuse 
themselves. 

But Nana the First knew what she'd seen and she knew 
the story. The White Stone was the stone of her ancestors 
and it glowed for the ones it would speak to - HER! One 
evening when her parents were out visiting friends and her 
brothers were doing what boys do in the backyard, she went 
into her parents' bedroom, removed the quilt from atop the 
old maple trunk, opened the trunk and dug around until she 
found the White Stone in its stone box. She knew her 
parents would be gone for hours, and her brothers wouldn't 
come looking for her unless they got really bored. She held 
the White Stone in her hands and turned it over and rotated 
it, mesmerized by the blue glow. Finally, she decided to test 
it. She held it in both hands, cupping it inside them like a 
precious treasure, closed her eyes and asked it - What will 
happen when I get big? 

Her mind filled with an image - she was young and 
holding an infant, her infant, her daughter. She realized she 
was standing in a field. No, a forest of young trees. It was 
the tribal cemetery. She was crying. Her brothers were 
mourning. Her parents were dead! 

She threw the stone away from herself and backed away 
from it. She heard her brothers rumbling in the house. She 



scrambled on her hands and knees to grab the stone and 
put it back in its spot, and ran to her room. She sat on her 
bed shaking for hours. She heard her parents come home, 
slipped under her covers still wearing her clothes from the 
day, and pretended to sleep when they came in to kiss her 
goodnight. 

She got no sleep that night and for many nights 
afterwards, but finally, like a nightmare, she put it behind 
her. She rationalized that she could just never have a baby 
and then she could keep her parents from dying. She told 
herself she would never get married, never have children, 
and move off the Reservation as soon as she could all to 
protect her parents. 

Unfortunately, her twenty-year-old self forgot the oath 
her ten-year-old self had taken. She met a man, fell in love, 
as twenty-year-olds do, made a baby, and her parents died 
in a bus crash on icy Minnesota roads. Her having a baby 
had nothing to do with what happened to her parents - she 
knew this, they were leaving the Reservation to visit family 
on another reservation in the south, but she wished she'd 
understood this a decade earlier so she could have had the 
courage to ask the White Stone what would happen to her 
parents. 

As the only girl, she was given her mother's trunk. Her 
brothers didn't even ask about the White Stone, and she 
didn't offer to share it. It was hers and she was going to use 
it to prevent losing any more family - ever. She'd work out 
who to leave it to later! She used the stone to protect her 
family for decades - asking it what it saw in the face of war, 
poverty, American government interference with 
Reservation rights...and steered her brothers and her own 
family destinies accordingly. 

Nana the First was disappointed when her own daughter 
didn't see the glow of the stone, and none of her brothers' 
children did either. How could the stone be so cruel? Why 
wouldn't it speak to a new generation?? When she died she 
left it to her grand-daughter. River Walker, with the 



assumption the story would be told and the tradition 
continued. 

That was the end of Nana the First's tale 

Nana River explained the rest of story... 

Nana River's mother knew how precious the White Stone 
was to her own mother, and had it buried with her. River 
Walker was nine years-old when she saw her mother take 
one last look at the White Stone before wrapping it for 
burial. Nana River recalled being hypnotized by the blue 
glow surrounding it, but it didn't occur to her that she was 
the only one who could see that or that it was significant. A 
year later she celebrated her tenth birthday and was the 
first in her family in over three hundred years to not hold the 
White Stone on her day. She overheard her aunts saying it 
was such a shame to see traditions die, they thought River's 
mother should have kept the stone and told the story of the 
glowing rock. 

The glowing rock??? Recalled River remembering her 
tenth birthday. Nana's rock did glow, it wasn't a story! 

And that was it...Nana River was never told why the stone 
was important so she never thought to retrieve it...until I'd 
arrived, that is, and Blue, Nana River's son, saw The Orb 
stones glowing on my wrist. Nana River hadn't thought 
about glowing stones in decades, but she'd noticed it too 
and thought the stones belonged together, maybe. With me 
leaving later today - it was now or never. 

I left Nana River and her Nana to visit privately and 
looked up to find Aza gone. Nana the First's grave had been 
refilled and a tuft of lilacs bloomed from the plant Aza had 
placed over the area Nana River had dug up. 

I knew the purpose of the White Stone, but I had no idea 
what we were supposed to do with it. I assumed it would be 
fine to leave it with Nana River who could leave it to Blue, 
but did that mean I was supposed to read them in on The 
Orb and all its pieces? Was I supposed to tell Blue about 
Aza or leave that to Nana River to try to communicate? Was 
it my place to suggest that Blue use the White Stone to help 



with Carnyx and our current endeavors, or ask to use it 
myself for that reason? 

“What the actual hell, Aza?" I shouted at the tree tops! 

You will make the right choices...was all she whispered on 
the wind swirling around me. 

Nana River walked up behind me and handed me my 
necklace signing Thank you. 

You're welcome, I signed back and smiled. 

I cocked my head and thought.../ could stay one more 
day... 

Nana, I signed one letter at a time. Blue. He Is like us. 
We need to tell him. I said through the Thought Stone. 

She nodded. 

But, first, let's sit with your people for a while longer. 

She smiled and we walked to the log to sit and absorb the 
sounds of the wilderness nourished by the ancestors of the 
Red Lake Chippewa. 

Our stomachs started grumbling in unison. She of course 
couldn't hear hers, but I looked at her, pointed at her 
abdomen and signed. Me tool And smiled. 

I followed her back to the canoe. This time she let me 
drive and power us home while she sat at the front of the 
little boat dragging her fingers in the cold, sparkling waters. 

“Mom! Where have you been?" thundered Blue out of 
sheer panic and relief at seeing her as we entered his living 
room. 

I signed to her. You want to tell him, or should I? and 
winked at her. 

She smiled and I suddenly saw the ten-year-old girl Nana 
the First never got to meet. She started signing faster than I 
could translate and using signs I didn't know. Blue looked at 
me like his mother was possessed. 

Winnie had come into the room from the kitchen upon 
hearing Blue shouting, recognized that Nana was signing 



and told him as much. 

“What? Where did she learn that?" 

I handed Nana my Hexensteine bracelet and tapped on 
the green malachite to remind her which one she wanted. 
She clasped the stone in her hand and Blue's eyes almost 
exploded out of his sockets. 

I took Winnie by the hand and led her back to her kitchen 
to explain. 

In light of certain developments, I decided to stay a 
couple more days. Winnie got a message to Daisy who in 
turn got a message to Jesse explaining details I couldn't just 
now for obvious reasons. I asked Daisy, through Winnie's 
book in the copy of the Jinn application at the cabin, to tell 
Jesse I'd message again in a few days when I knew for sure 
what my plans would be, but that I wouldn't be home for my 
birthday. 



Chapter XXXVIII 


July 18th, 2017 
Maryland 
9 p.m. 

Welman set the three tiny micro memory cards down in 
front of Lincoln, one from the 12^^, the 13*^^ and the 14th. 

The two men sat together at the dinner table filled with 
dirty plates and empty glasses while Welman's wife put their 
children to bed. 

It had taken days for Lincoln to be able to squeeze in a 
family dinner. He'd wanted nothing more than to run right 
over and pick up the recorded videos, but it would have 
drawn attention. Agents only ran to family in emergencies - 
everything else had to be squeezed in around work. 

Lincoln pulled a credit card sized piece of plastic from his 
wallet, inserted the memory chips into slots, and slid the 
card and wallet back into their respective pockets. 

That was it. No discussion. Lincoln would review what 
was on the chips and take it forward if it would help. 
Welman's job was to continue to go to work and gather 
evidence. 

The two men started clearing the table. They stood side- 
by-side at the long, deep farm kitchen sink, one rinsing 
dishes and the other loading the dishwasher. At 6'2", 
Lincoln Abraham (his parents, who'd taught high school 
history and math, thought it was tres clever that they'd 
played on their surname and named their kids Lincoln and 
Honor - as in Abe Lincoln and Honest Abe) stood shoulder to 
shoulder with his brother-in-law, Welman Yamato - the son of 
a woman who descended from Puritan, witch-burning. 
Harvard-graduate Boston Brahmins, and her Japanese- 
American husband. Both men had grown up in loving 
households, families created in spite of, and possibly to 
spite, ignorance, bigotry, greed, and arrogance. Welman's 



mother's family was appalled at her refusal to marry one of 
the men chosen for her, a marriage intended to continue the 
tradition of consolidating wealth and power in a few families 
(Which back in the day meant marrying first cousins - 
inbreeding, it was as rampant in the north as it ever was in 
the south!) who'd made their original fortunes as 
“merchants" transporting slaves, running rum, shipping 
cotton; sending men and children into coal mines, and 
discriminating against anyone with skin darker than Cotton 
Mather's. They were livid when she married a man who had 
been born while his parents had been locked in an 
internment camp in California during World War II. How 
could she marry a child of war criminals?? It mattered not 
that Welman's paternal grandparents were second 
generation Americans who had never so much as jay¬ 
walked; in his maternal grandparents' eyes, if they were 
locked up, it was for cause! 

In Lincoln's case, he never knew any of his grandparents 
because both sets had been murdered by Nazis at labor 
camps located in Poland. Lincoln's infant parents had been 
smuggled out of Austria just after the Anschluss. His 
grandparents had intended to leave separately, or so the 
story went, but instead they ended up in Poland. Only 
recently did he learn of their fate when a researcher friend of 
his dug into the archives in Germany for him. His parents 
and three other children had been brought to the US with 
fake travel documents, posing as the children of Americans 
returning home from visiting Austria. All five children were 
fostered through the end of the war, living in the same 
neighborhood in Minnesota and growing up together in 
warm, encouraging homes. After the end of the war, the five 
sets of foster parents tried desperately to find out what had 
become of their charges' families, but information was 
locked behind the Iron Curtain. Eventually two of the 
children married and had Lincoln and his sister. Honor, and 
now Honor and Welman had two children...The other three 



foster children had found spouses and had become 
grandparents as well. Life went on, as it does. 

Truth dies in the dark. The foster parents knew this and 
had created packets of information for the children detailing 
what they knew of their biological families in the hope that 
someday they'd be able to shine a light on what happened 
to their people. In turn, Lincoln's parents had told him and 
his sister their history as they knew it. If he was honest with 
himself, finding his relatives, dead or alive, was one of the 
motivations for joining the CIA - what better place to learn 
secrets no one wanted exposed, he'd thought as a college 
freshman in 1988. 

When Lincoln had finally been able to discover what had 
happened to the families of the five foster children, he went 
back and forth for months trying to decide what to tell his 
parents who would of course share the information with their 
three adopted siblings. Of the five rescued children, only 
two had any living relatives at all - an aunt each, one in 
Brooklyn and one in Los Angeles, both sisters of those 
children's fathers, but neither was related. When he told his 
parents how the others had all been exterminated like some 
sort of parasitic pests, he was so glad he had some good 
news in his back pocket to end with - the names and 
addresses of the two aunts. 

There had been an enormous reunion in Los Angeles at 
the home of one of the elderly aunts. All five foster children 
went and took their spouses, children, and grandchildren 
along. Lincoln and Honor and Welman were there...they'd 
never seen anything like it. Instant family. The aunts had 
known each other in Austria, but hadn't known each other 
had survived, much less that their brothers' children had as 
well. The two women even knew things about the parents of 
the other three children, such was the Jewish community of 
Austria. 

For two straight days, on a farm east of Los Angeles, 
children chased butterflies in the warm sun, stories were 



told, recipes were shared over hot ovens, hands were held, 
and tears flowed like streams after a plentiful cleansing rain. 
Welman and Lincoln became brothers on that trip. The sons 
and grandsons of survivors. 

At the time, Lincoln recalled a section from a document 
he'd once read called the Wannsee Protocol, a Nazi- 
produced treatise relating to their “Final Solution"... 

"Under proper guidance, in the course of the finai 
soiution the Jews are to be aiiocated for appropriate iabor 
in the East. Abie-bodied Jews, separated according to 
sex, win be taken in iarge work coiumns to these areas 
for work on roads, in the course of which action doubtiess 
a iarge portion wiii be eiiminated by naturei causes. 

The possibie finai remnant wiii, since it wiii undoubtediy 
consist of the most resistant portion, have to be treated 
accordingiy, because it is the product of naturai seiection 
and wouid, if reieased, act as the seed of a new Jewish 
revive i." 

I got your seed of Jewish revivai right here, Asshoies, he'd 
thought to himself in the voice of Pacino's Don Corleone... 
Why? He did not know... l/l//7af is the origin of that saying?? 
He'd wondered. 

“Are you ever going to try to meet someone and have a 
life outside of work?" asked Welman, handing him a dish. 
“Don't start," said Lincoln drying it off with a dish towel. 

“I want to know too," his sister chimed in entering the 
kitchen with a bowl half full of salad. 

“Tell you what, if the world becomes a better place where 
I can sleep at night, unafraid of plots and scams and 
corruption ruining your kids' lives. I'll quit and start growing 
organic pot on a farm in Washington state!" 

“Okay, so exactly how much a reduction in asshole 
concentration do we need to see before you become an 
organic pot farmer, because I for one am willing to put in 



overtime as a caped crusader just to see you in overalls 
trimming buds,” laughed Welman. 

"Get me a cape. We can work together and get it done in 
half the time! I can't wait to tell the kids we're going to visit 
Uncle Line on his pot farm!” said his wife chuckling as she 
put the leftover salad in the fridge. 

"So, who's tilling soil on this Washington weed farm with 
you? Anyone special?” asked Welman drying the pasta pot 
and hoping for once to learn for which team Lincoln played. 

"Well, Marlene Dietrich would have rocked a pair of denim 
overalls and might have rolled a mean doobie...” said 
Lincoln with a wicked grin, twisting up his dish towel and 
flicking it at his sister. "I'm outta here you two,” he said 
hanging the towel on the oven door handle. "Sis, keep 
those kids safe. Wei, let me know when you can do this 
again - it's always fun and good for my soul.” 

They walked Lincoln to the door and watched him turn on 
his car down the street. He always parked away from the 
houses, especially theirs, and they always held their breath 
until he pulled away and got to the stop sign at the end of 
the street. It was their touch stone - if he made it there 
without his car blowing up, he'd be safe until they saw him 
again. They knew it was silly, but since 2001 silly was all 
they had. Carnyx's release of documents hadn't made them 
feel any more secure, in fact it pissed them off a bit at first 
because it endangered agents all over the world...Anyone 
with a few thousand dollars could buy license plate readers 
or cell-site simulators and park near known intelligence 
community buildings to identify employees - then buy their 
entire life story from Augustine Survey based on their 
license plate number, cell phone number, address, credit 
card number, or driver's license number. Pathetic, political 
puppets and the voters who keep them in power had created 
a monster primed to consume anything its overlords 
commanded it to. Was it better for law enforcement and 
average citizens to know the files existed and take 
precautions to protect themselves rather than living with a 



false sense of security not knowing they'd been universally 
doxed? Now that the cat was out of the bag, we'd never 
know how an alternate timeline would have unfolded, but 
chances were, it'd be pretty similar to this one since no one 
seemed to give a rip that they'd all been completely 
violated and put at risk. It's not hard to kidnap a child when 
you know when it's vulnerable. It's not hard to blackmail a 
person when you know their pressure points. It's not hard to 
target the alleged protectors of democracy when you know 
their price. Why do people trust without question? is it 
because they want to be liked? Want to be part of the club 
that has become dependent upon software because 
someone in marketing declared it to be the new cigarette 
dangling from James Dean's lip? Why are so many humans 
so gullible? This country is no more the Land of the Free and 
Home of the Brave, no matter how often we sing those 
words, thought Welman as he watched his brother-in-law's 
long gone tail lights. 

“Come on Wei, let's go inside. I'm getting the creeps 
standing out here, you never know who's watching now that 
we know everyone is..." said his wife tugging on his t-shirt. 


July 20th, 2017 

Red Lake Reservation, MN 

I'd spent two days explaining what I knew about Aza, her 
brothers. The Orb, and the pieces we had out of who knows 
how many. 

We ate, walked, talked, canoed, and checked in at the 
cabin to see if the Wick Burners had any instructions for us - 
they didn't. 

Blue and Winnie walked around in a daze trying to 
compute it all while Nana taught us signs for different words 
and phrases and tried to choose a sign for her name. 

We all agreed that the White Stone, as we'd taken to 
calling it, would stay with them. It had been in their family 



for centuries - it's where it belonged, and frankly it wasn't 
much comfort to me to know I could summon visions of 
possible futures. If I was honest, that kind of thing unnerved 
the hell out of me. Trying to out think the timeline by sitting 
at home an extra five minutes to try to avoid a red-light 
runner, or missing a flight because it was going to crash, just 
seemed mentally exhausting. I knew me. I'd get addicted to 
checking every little decision. I'd never make an 
independent choice again. But Blue and Nana River, they 
said they could handle it. They felt they'd be able develop a 
protocol for making it useful rather than crippling. 

Over breakfast I told Blue, Winnie, and Nana River I'd be 
leaving the next day. 

We talked about how we'd tried our best, but the world 
just was not ready for change. The rut was deep and people 
just couldn't find the will to climb out. The media, as usual, 
kept talking over citizens. We discussed that even if 
people's anger was simmering below the surface, ready to 
boil over into action, no one would ever have known it 
because no one asked. No one talked to each other. Co¬ 
workers didn't talk, parents and teachers didn't talk, friends 
and family were too wrapped up in trying to out cool each 
other, they didn't talk. Celebrities posted comments like, 
“It's 1984 come to life!" and “Let's March for Privacy" from 
their mansions in California and vacation homes on private 
islands. And politicians spouted their usual backwash about 
how they were “looking into it", “appointing a commission to 
review it", “waiting to see proof of wrong doing", and 
“holding hearings" - anything to make it appear they were 
doing something while doing exactly jack squat because 
their constituents have been so conditioned to expect 
nothing from politicians, they just keep electing the same 
liars, cheaters, and scam artists who can push through 
legislation on incinerating O'Barry-care almost overnight for 
their health insurance selling buddies, but can't seem to 
find the time to stop things like bank fraud, privacy 



breaches, civil asset forfeiture rackets, and out of control 
higher education costs. 

We agreed there was no sense of community. Everyone 
still felt alone and under attack. 

Social media was a war zone of party vs party, royalists vs 
patriots, football vs soccer. Rather than come together and 
admit all political parties, a few kings and queens, and 
certain industries with deep pockets are to fault for where 
we found ourselves, everyone just wanted to prove it could 
all be plopped down in the lap one party or even one person. 

The thousands of newspapers, online magazines, 
podcasters, and talk radio hosts who dominated the public 
voice of the 21st Century didn't want We the People to unite 
and Strike - there was no money in people taking back 
control of their own thoughts. It appeared that we would 
always be a population that doesn't think for itself, and 
forms its opinions based on half-truth talking points of 
politically aligned media. The media had focused on the 
polls predicting Trottel would lose instead of encouraging 
everyone to get out and vote, so people stayed home 
figuring, “Why go out, my vote isn't needed, the New York 
Eagle said so!" And now, true to form, the media focused on 
the clickbait worthy, scandalous aspects of individuals 
personal dossiers rather than the fact they never should 
have existed in the first place. They focused on which 
president and who in Congress was to blame for crappy 
privacy laws, instead of the fact that no one was writing 
better ones as a result of exposing Augustine Survey. 
Americans, Canadians, Europeans - they were all so 
wrapped up in who was to blame and who was cheating on 
whom that they missed the point that not a single fucking 
thing was being done to fix any of it! 

I took one last canoe ride, this time on my own around 
the lake. At one point, I spread out a blanket I'd brought 
with me to pad the bottom of the boat and laid down to 
enjoy the wind-blown waves that gently rocked the boat. 
The slap of the water on the side of the bark canoe was like 



a bongo beat, a sound that hadn't changed in thousands of 
years. “At least some things that don't change are actually 
pleasant things," I said to the wind. As if it was pausing to 
listen to me, the wind stopped blowing and the boat became 
still. I sat up in the bottom of the boat and looked around - 
everything had gone still and silent. The leaves weren't 
moving, the birds and frogs had stopped chattering and 
ribbiting, and the waves didn't slap the stretched sides of 
the canoe. I ran my fingers through the still waters and 
wondered whose spirits I might be tickling. “So what do you 
think. Wind? Should I use The Opal and end the 
experiment? Save future generations of flora and fauna 
from torture and misery? Isn't it funny how humans think 
they are the highest evolved of all the species? Why? 
Because they have cars and computers? Big frigging 
whoop! Birds and insects can FLY! We can't do that without 
pollution, financial hardship, and treating people worse than 
dairy cattle. Wild animals know what true freedom really is! 
We just tell ourselves we're free - but we're not. We're not 
free from abuse. We're not free to speak out minds without 
fear of retribution. We're not free to pursue lives that make 
us happy - we're slaves to health insurance, car payments, 
and retail crap we're told makes us happy. Animal parents 
teach their offspring, but we farm it out to school systems 
that think knowing the date the Mayflower landed is 
important. Animals and plants respond to their 

environments by moving or ceasing reproduction when 
things suck - humans are trapped like lab rats, breeding 
more and more generations to live in more and more toxic 
environments...all so they can keep entitled Baby Boomers, 
the biggest group of Welfare Queens known to human 
history, alive and bitching about how single black mothers 
are to blame for our budget problems...Gah! I just can't!" I 
said slapping the water. The wind had listened to my rant, 
but sensing it was over, or just sick of my complaining, 
rushed in from the northwest and blew my little canoe to 



shore in one gust. I sat in the bottom of the boat and looked 
in the direction from which the wind had come... 

“So, was that a yes or no on The Opal?" I asked. 

But I got no response. 

My last day on the Reservation was the happiest I'd been 
in a long time. Blue and Winnie threw a going away party 
the likes of which I'd never seen. It wasn't huge or over the 
top, it was family. Reservation family - Hawk, his brothers, 
and their friends and their girlfriends; Lysander and a few of 
her friends and their kids, and of course Nana River. Most of 
the people didn't even know who I was, but they were 
invited so they came for good food and music and 
storytelling. The laughter was contagious and cathartic. 
Nana River held court teaching people ASL and the sign 
she'd created for her name. One of Hawk's friends played 
DJ. And Winnie attempted to teach me a few Chippewa 
words. There were secrets and lies niggling at all of us. Blue 
and Winnie had promised to tell the story of the White Stone 
to Hawk one day, but for now they wanted him to live 
without knowing what the future might hold. Ignorance can 
be bliss after all. But for one night, this family that accepted 
me into their tribe temporarily, shut it all out and lived as if 
all was right in the world. 

People started drifting home around midnight, and after 
helping my hosts clean up a bit, I did the same. I had a long 
drive ahead of me in the morning. I cuddled up in Nana's 
bed for the last night, and turned on my iPad. Elementary, 
or Leverage? I thought to myself looking at the pre-loaded 
TV show episodes in my library. I pressed play on the 
Leverage episode where the team discovers they all tried to 
steal an ancient dagger on the same night from the same 
museum, set the iPad on the nightstand and drifted off as 
Sophie explained how she'd worked a long con with two, not 
one, but two, separate identities. 


July 21st, 2017 



Somewhere over Colorado 
6 a.m. 

Lincoln closed his eyes and tried to sleep. Wasn't gonna 
happen. Cattle class on airplanes is stuffy, smelly, gritty 
with crumbs of unknown origin, and overall miserable, 
especially for a man built like Jason Momoa. 

Even if he could get comfortable, his brain was whirling 
away like a blender chewing on rocks. 

When he'd first heard about Carnyx back in the early 
days of its activities, he'd been a good Company man and 
added it to his mental list of threats to society - a person or 
group to be monitored and dismantled in the name of 
civility. 

When did civility come to mean docility? Stay in your 
lane! Don't talk back! Don't confront anyone! Be civil!!! 
When did politicians and corporate executives learn that 
they could be a bag of dicks then call for "civility" and 
"patience" from the citizens who objected to being totally 
porked?? He wondered as he tried to extend his legs and flex 
his knees. When the hell did we start shaming people into 
eating the crap they're served and telling them to do it 
quietly and gratefully? He questioned as he tried leaning 
into the corner created between his seatback and the 
window near his left shoulder. Fuck civility! He roared in his 
head as stood in his cramped little alcove under the 
overhead storage bins and forced his two row mates to let 
him out of his cage. 

He walked the aisle of the steerage compartment from 
the bathroom in the rear to the bulkhead that delineated 
first class. He paced like a caged bull. He was aware of his 
size and knew he intimidated people - it was one of the 
reasons he made a good agent...he could go anywhere and 
very few people had the balls to question him. On the other 
hand, it made him memorable so he had to be careful not to 
act like a jerk or his face would be all over the internet. He 
often wondered if being one of the unseen people - the 



people who can't get the bartender or salesperson to serve 
them - made life easier. Was it better to be intimidating or 
invisible? 

But that argument wasn't what consumed him now. He 
was mad. No, he was PISSED, and furious, and livid... 

He, like every sane person in the world, knew Trottel was 
dumber than a glass of Flint, Michigan tap water, but he, like 
most people wrapped up in their jobs and families, had 
assumed it would all work itself out somehow like it always 
did. He and tens of millions of others had told themselves 
that it wasn't that bad, that they hadn't lost that much over 
the last sixty years in terms of rights and freedoms. He'd 
obediently sung the Company chorus during the GOP and 
Democrat administrations of the last sixteen years, the one 
about how giving up some privacy was a small price to pay if 
it meant preventing another 9/11 or Oklahoma City 
Bombing or USS Cole. But now he was just plain mad. 

The President was an unequivocal embarrassment. He 
was universally abhorred by America's allies and was being 
played like a kazoo by her opponents. The Democrats had 
punted for eight years and left us with a draft dodging, tax 
evading con man as the Head of State, and a GOP controlled 
Congress so hungry to burn the country down that they 
tripped over their own feet to flick their Bics into every 
kindling pile they could find. Lincoln had grown angrier and 
angrier every week since Election Day 2016, but Carnyx's 
revelations on July 3''^ had pushed him into that place where 
only two things can happen - desperate violence or horrific 
calm. He thought he understood now why some people 
snap and do chickenshit things like shoot up schools... 
Hurting innocent people was beyond his comprehension, but 
to the ignorant, and mentally deficient, well, he could 
almost understand why they went there. Violence wasn't his 
method of rebellion. Calm, methodical revenge and 
destruction of the guilty parties was his jam, and he was 
playing it softly. For now. 



His maddening frustration had driven him to a plan and 
Carnyx had given him an invisible ally. He couldn't talk to 
anyone except his sister and Welman, and that would serve 
no purpose other than venting. Talking to co-workers and 
strangers would end him up on watch lists and the 
unemployment line - or worse. Carnyx was a voice in the 
darkness gathering more voices and giving them power. 
And now he was going to give them a little Greek Fire. 

He'd watched the videos Welman had been able to 
capture. He'd listened to Trottel and his son-in-law and 
imagined clanging their heads together like two soda cans 
and quickly dismissed the fantasy knowing violence against 
those two abominations would only martyr them to their 
pathetic followers. He sure as shit couldn't leak the files to 
the media - that group of simpletons couldn't be trusted to 
print three words verbatim, much less offer the videos sans 
slanted commentary. Nope, he needed to get these videos 
to Carnyx. Sure, there would be people who would watch 
the videos and call it “fake news", hell, there were Trottel 
and GOP supporters who could witness, in person, any 
number of their “leaders" pissing on the original 
Constitution while snorting a line of coke from a spoon held 
by the hooker he's holding by her kitty, and call THAT fake 
news, but Trottel's opponent had won the popular vote...and 
a third of the country's eligible voters hadn't voted at all, so 
all the GOP sycophants could be out numbered IF enough 
people would get off their asses and actually do something. 

Lincoln was a man who'd studied history. He'd analyzed 
the formation of societies and the evolutions of them. He'd 
read the earliest sources of recorded history. One truth wove 
them all together - war. It was always war that brought 
change. Fighting, bleeding, dying. Leaders sacrificing 
brainwashed, desperate, or sadistic minions in the quest for 
power, money, and glory. Lincoln had initially scoffed at 
Carnyx's call for a Strike...A/ever gonna happen! People are 
too comfortable silencing their rebellious DNA with booze 
and TV show binging. They'd rather medicate themselves 



than face the thought of being the only one who went on 
Strike and didn't show up for work. They'd rather get into 
flame wars on social media and in comments sections than 
agree on anything and discuss working together. 

But it had begun to change for him with a tickle of a 
rumor. A couple of weeks prior, he'd heard some coworkers 
discussing an odd trend they'd noticed. There'd been a dip 
in student loans being funded according to intra-bank 
communications, school presidents had written memos 
about student athletes not showing up for summer training 
and a dearth of housing deposits and notices of intent, and 
there'd been a bit of correspondence within big box stores, 
moving truck rental agencies, and airlines about a 
substantial downward trend in customer spending from 
previous years. 

His coworkers wondered if it was just a blip, a temporary 
procrastination about spending asinine amounts of money 
for a college degree, or if it was something bigger - a sign 
that students, may, in fact, be Striking. 

Normally, it was only the Intelligence Community that 
had an inkling of the big picture. Between their ceaseless 
surveillance and carefully placed assets, they tried to keep 
some areas of the constantly shifting puzzle filled in at all 
times. Individuals are the hardest to gauge - you never 
know what they're thinking or planning, but groups of 
individuals - well, they generated communications and 
transactions. Herds can be tracked and their behavior 
anticipated. It was endless and exhausting trying to keep 
tabs on corporations, organizations, gangs, and book clubs. 
By nature, all are closed and secretive, and universities and 
colleges are no different when it comes to not sharing 
information about their financial transactions and student 
body - they would definitely not be calling their “journalist" 
contacts to plant a story about football players not showing 
up to train for fall or a decline in enrollment, so the rest of 
the world would be out of the loop for months, maybe only 
knowing of students in their own families who had decided 



to sit out the year in protest. There would be no sense of 
community for these people until they felt safe to talk or 
post about it, and safety comes in numbers. People these 
days live such isolated, divided lives they don't know their 
neighbors, their children's friends from school, or even their 
co-workers really. People don't communicate anymore - 
they just jockey for position at work or fight about mundane 
things like sports teams and rappers. If people got out and 
talked to each other about real things, things that matter, 
they might actually find a sense of community and support - 
but politicians and churches and corporations don't want 
that, they want everyone angry, afraid, or if possible, both. 

Lincoln thought the education chatter might be the 
beginning of a trend. A sign of hope. And given Carnyx's 
infiltration and control of the stock trading systems, IRS, and 
data hoarding jerks, it occurred to him that they might have 
their fingers in more ponds; they may have broader insight 
into what's going on with post K-12 students. 

He'd come around to the idea of the Strike as a means to 
change. Anything was better than another bloody civil war. 
And maybe it was possible, it did after all make sense that 
the next revolution would be led by students - they have the 
least to lose in terms of not showing up, in terms of fighting 
back, and more free time. In fact, they have more to gain if 
they take a stand - for every semester they Strike they save 
tens of thousands of dollars a person, and in the case of 
athletes it's also a semester without injuries and being used 
as a cash cow for university administrators. 

Once word got out that college students were Striking, 
the snowball effect could begin he reasoned...Educators 
would have no reason to show up to work, the staff at 
universities wouldn't show up, parents would consider 
keeping their younger children home if their older kids were 
home to watch them, they might even consider Striking 
themselves. A sense of community and support is hugely 
motivating to a population driven into corners. 



An alert bonged and the seat belt light came on. “Ladies 
and gentlemen, the pilot has turned on the seat belt sign in 
preparation for landing. Please return to your seats and 
fasten your seat belts, return your tray tables to their locked 
positions and your seat backs to their upright positions. The 
flight attendants will be coming through the cabin in a 
moment to collect any trash. Thank you." 

Thirty minutes later, Lincoln emerged into the early 
morning breeze fluttering around San Francisco 
International Airport. He adjusted the tapestry satchel 
packed with antique books sitting atop his carry-on sized 
suitcase and headed for a rental car shuttle. 

Lincoln's day job, for all intents and purposes, was owner 
of a book shop. On paper, he owned 8vo, one of the last, if 
not the last, independent book stores in Alexandria, Virginia. 
He'd bought it in 1989, right out of college, with a loan from 
his mom and dad. One of his professors had owned it with 
his wife. When Professor Hassan died just before 
graduation, Lincoln made an offer to buy it, literally lock, 
stock, and barrel (there was a pair of old whisky barrels 
turned into tufted reading stools tucked in a small corner), 
from his widow at the memorial service. It was one of the 
brashest, most impulsive things he'd ever done, but it fit in 
with his plans for the future so it wasn't completely off 
script. His to-do list had included - Degree in Political 
Science, travel, hone language and assimilation skills in 
other cultures, and create a resume that would appeal to the 
CIA. How could owning a book store that carried 
contemporary, antique, international, rare, and 
unconventional books be a bad thing he'd reasoned at the 
time? He could show up at the CIA with his own NOC! Who 
knew nearly thirty years ago that the as yet to be invented 
internet would lead to online retailers who would put the 
final nail in the coffin built by Baby Boomers in the '80s for 
small business owners...By the time independent brick-and- 
mortar shops were being run out of business, he'd already 



been working for the CIA for over two decades and the 
bookstore had indeed been the perfect cover, even if it 
barely stayed afloat. In reality, Lincoln traveled for The 
Company, but in practice, he was scouring the world for 
stock for his store and visiting buyers and sellers who 
preferred not to travel. His shop made just enough money 
to pay the two women who ran it for him as he traveled for 
client meetings, acquisitions and his, eh-hem, other 6ay job, 
but that was enough...Plus, someday, it would be there when 
he wanted to retire. The value of the property, should real 
estate values hold, was enough to live a simple life on a 
small farm outside of Nowhereville. 

Carrying his satchel of books, he approached the white 
door and raised his hand to knock. He wondered if this 
brash maneuver would pay off as well as the gamble of 
buying the bookstore nearly thirty years earlier had. He 
caught the time on his watch strapped to his raised wrist as 
he knocked - Is it really only 7:30 in the nnorning?...Let's 
hope she's an early riser. 

The door opened and Lincoln smiled. Oh yeah, the Fates 
are on our side, he thought. 



Chapter XXXIX 


July 21st, 2017 

Red Lake Reservation, MN 

6 a.m. 

I was done. I was going home. I had thought for a few 
seconds about leaving Luka here with Blue's family and just 
taking a plane home, but I knew I'd miss my girl and didn't 
want to ask Blue and Winnie to try to sort out shipping her 
home to me at some later date. Suck it up, Laura! I told 
myself. Suck it up and figure it out! It occurred to me I had 
the funds in the Benevolent Society to just buy her a seat on 
a cargo plane and I found comfort in the idea. This couid aii 
be over in a few days. I couid be back home in my iittie 
bubbie and chaik this iast year and a haif up to being as 
stupid as everyone aiways said I was. 

I stared at myself in the mirror over the sink after 
brushing my teeth and wondered where the hell the last fifty 
years had gone. My hair was a reflection of my age - the 
bottom half, the hair from three or four years earlier, was the 
light brown of milk chocolate highlighted with golden 
strands, while the top half was a blended mix of silver, gold, 
and chocolate accented by two pure silver streams that 
flowed from my temples and framed my face. I was neither 
young nor old by society's standards. I was the invisible in- 
between. Too many wrinkles and laugh lines to have men 
offer to buy me drinks or hold open a door, and not enough 
to have politicians fawn over me for my vote. I was the 
invisible in-between. I thought for the millionth time about 
coloring my hair or getting Botox, but the truth was I was 
just too lazy - both require constant maintenance to keep 
the illusion going and I'd rather spend the time and money 
on other things. I looked hard at my old green eyes and 
asked. Why are peopie so happy being awfui? and recalled 
the hundreds of other times I'd stared into them in the past 



wondering why friends had been bullies, why guys I'd liked 
hadn't like me back, and why all my parents, whether by 
biology or marriage, had always hated me. Then, as now, I 
found no answers in discs of pigment. 

I tied my hair into a bun, splashed some water on my face 
to keep from crying, and rubbed on a dollop of sunblock. 
Difficult. Intense. Challenging. Those were the words most 
often used to describe me. Insecure. Sensitive. Shy. Those 
were the words I thought of when looked at myself. Luckily 
Jesse liked a good enigma - or in his case two, since our 
daughter seemed to be a chip off the old Mom block. 

I stripped the bed, collected my used towels, and started 
them in the washer in the hall closet. I packed up all my 
freshly laundered clothes, toiletries, books, iPad, and the 
disposable camera I'd bought to take pictures of everyone to 
show Jesse and Lexie. 

By 7 a.m. the laundry was in the dryer, Luka was loaded, 
and I was in Blue and Winnie's kitchen for one last meal. 

We were exhausted. Not just from being up late the night 
before, but from the mental torture that had been 
perpetrated upon us beginning in the fall of 2016 - the 
revelations about Augustine Survey, the election scandals 
and results, and the gradual acceptance of realizing that our 
government is rotten to its core. 

Our faces told the story of people who had tried and 
failed to wake up the citizens of the world to the truths of 
reality, a reality they refused to acknowledge. They 
obviously didn't want to accept that their lives were under 
'round the clock surveillance by people looking to bleed 
them dry and control them. They didn't want to accept that 
their every decision about what to buy and what to believe 
was manipulated by people gaining money and power from 
those very decisions. Their egos couldn't accept that they 
had been played and violated so entirely for so long, so they 
couldn't recognize that they needed to take action to take 
back their power for themselves and their families and the 
future of their countries. 



We'd done our best. We'd tried to expose the truth, we'd 
tried to unify people under one cause - reclaiming their 
basic rights! But in a society that has developed the 
attention span of a goldfish and eschews involvement in any 
activity that doesn't allow them to brag to their friends 
about how cool they are - we were doomed from the 
beginning. 

We took comfort in having found each other and in the 
existence of Hummingbird and Torpor. We might not be able 
to get people to wake up, but we could still cause problems 
and unnerve the predators who'd been preying on ignorant, 
hardworking citizens for decades. Politicians, executives, 
and lower forms of scam artists would be getting visits from 
us for years - all's fair in data gathering and privacy 
invasion, right? 

At 8 a.m. we gathered around Luka to say goodbye. I 
realized she still had her Reservation plates mounted on her 
bumpers and said as much to Blue. 

“Keep 'em. Change 'em later today after you stop for gas. 
They'll make a nice memento for your pub walls," he said. 

I hugged him goodbye, then Winnie, and lastly Nana 
River. 

I watched them in my rearview mirror, waving until I was 
out of sight. 

I was going home. 

But first I was going to look up some old friends. 

I drove south until I crossed the Iowa border. Outside of 
the little gas station I'd filled up at, I'd already changed 
license plates and set up the CB radio, so as soon as I 
crossed the border, I pulled over, opened the coded phrase 
book, and turned on the radio. 

“Breaker one-nine. Breaker one-nine. This is Black 
Beauty looking for Poyson IV, Qi-Tara, Whichblade, Sehor 
Santo, Frangois, or Ryker. Any of y'all got yer ears on?" 

Nothing but static... 



I knew it was a long shot. The range on this thing was 
maybe 50 miles under perfect conditions, and all kinds of 
obstacles created less than perfect conditions. 

I gave it one more go to see if anyone was in the area for 
a meet-up, but no response to my call, just a couple other 
folks talking about switching over to another channel. 

It was time to embrace 21^* century technology. 

I'd known I'd be firing up my personal iPhone at some 
point in the day, but I'd been dreading it. The last week and 
a half had been so peaceful being disconnected from email 
notifications, Hisser access, and unlimited news sites - but it 
was time. I pulled the phone out of my glove box where I'd 
placed it earlier, pulled it from its metal lined sheath, and 
turned it on. 

No signal at all. Not so much as a single bar of any of the 
Gs... l/l/e really did peak with the IPhone 4s and 2G, I thought 
to myself. “Gotta love a world where every business plan is 
structured around planned obsolescence that forces the 
purchase of new devices, new service plans, new cars, and 
new toasters every three years!" I grumbled to myself. 

I sighed and secured the phone in the holder mounted to 
my air con vent. 

I'd been on the road for just over five hours and I was 
ready for some lunch. 

I consulted my road atlas for the closest town large 
enough to have some sort of restaurant and pointed Luka in 
that direction reasoning they'd probably have some sort of 
cellular service and maybe even data service. 

As I drove I wondered if the Iowa I was seeing out my 
windshield was the same Iowa my father and his ancestors 
had seen. Flat, green, undeveloped...There was so much 
promise, it made me wonder what events had conspired to 
create the person who became my father. 

His mom's family had come to North America in waves 
beginning in 1635, her 8*^ great-grandfather was Sergeant 
Thomas Tibbies who said something to the effect of, “Hey, 
let's buy this land over here from the Indians and call it 



Milford, Connecticut so we can start our own colony away 
from these nut jobs in Massachusetts Bay!” Other many 
times over great-grandparents came later in the 1600s and 
helped build and settle areas of North America from modern 
day Kingston, NY south to the Shenandoah Valley and 
eventually west to Iowa. They were English Puritans, French 
Huguenots, and Dutch Reformers. They were farmers, 
traders, trappers, brewers, and later, rail workers and coal 
miners. They fought for Independence and answered 
Lincoln's call for Union and Emancipation. My grandma's 
family quite literally ibiy/7f America...her family didn't just sit 
around breaking people's backs while taking credit for 
tugging and pulling the country west, they actually DID THE 
WORK! And then for some reason she married into a family 
of German and Dutch Catholics who plopped down in Iowa 
as the Civil War was ending. Convenient that. I'll never 
know if it was the Catholic thing that broke my father or if he 
was just born that way. I'll never know if he was caught up 
in the abuses perpetrated and covered up by the Catholic 
church - once a power hungry, greedy, torturous 
organization, always one, eh boys and girls? Kinda funny, in 
a terrifying way, how politicians of all stripes - from the 
White House to Congress to the halls of Intelligence and 
Military Agencies to foreign governments and dissident 
groups - use God as cover for doing horrific things. Wonder 
where they got the idea that proclaiming it God's Will was a 
free pass to rape, murder, and torture? People are definitely 
learning from history - but not the lessons they should be. 

I know Dad was chastised for being left handed and lazy 
in school. I also know that as soon as he got away from 
western religion he never went back. Who knows what 
those nuns and priests did to him. Who knows what having 
parents who supported his creative side would have 
cultivated. Who knows what kind of man he would have 
become had they not crafted and enabled his prodigal son 
ethos. My gut tells me they took a kind, creative, brilliant 
kid and tried to mold him into a rifle toting, God fearing. 



misogynist “man” ...and it backfired. They ended up with a 
drug addicted, pot growing flake who fathered four children 
and mooched off everyone who came within reach. 

“Fuck you, Iowa!!!” I screamed out my window. I wasn't 
sure it was actually Iowa's fault, in fact I knew it wasn't, but 
in the moment, I needed someone or something to blame for 
all my broken bits. No parent is perfect, and mine certainly 
weren't the worst in the world...but as long as I live I'll never 
understand people who bring children into the world and 
treat them like pawns, burdens, and free labor while 
simultaneously denying them all the benefits they'd had, 
you know, little things like education, friends, security, and 
indoor plumbing. 

What if humans are just another pathogen, I wondered to 
myself. What if we're Just giant bacteria or viruses or moid? 
What if, in addition to some of humanity being good "bugs", 
we're aiso the siowest deveioping infection in the history of 
disease? What if the reason we don't iearn from our past 
EVER is because we haven't evoived enough to be resistant 
to stupidity, greed, insecurity, and manipuiation. Bacteria 
reproduce faster and in iarger quantities than humans, so 
it's oniy iogicai that their offspring wouid evoive to be 
stronger at a faster rate than humans. Bacteria can 
probabiy do in a day of surviving antibiotics what takes the 
human race a thousand years to accompiish. Every day, 
bacteria evoive adaptations, reproduce, die, and repeat. 
Humans on the other hand take decades to procreate and 
mature. Even with aii our aiieged superior brain power, we 
evoive at a snaii's pace. Heii, if anything, we've gone 
backwards. We're unheaithier than we've been since the 
Industriai Revoiution. Maternai death rates in the US are 
obscene. War is a constant in our iives. Aicohoi saies are 
through the roof Suicide is on the rise. Our water, air, and 
so a poiiution ieveis increase every day. Our ciimate is 
changing as we buiid more and more, forcing a showdown 
between Mother Nature and humanity. It's like we've set up 
a giant adaptation experiment to create a stronger human 



pathogen over the next five or six decades. But what no 
one seems to grasp is that the treatment that creates 
superbugs wipes out a majority of the existing popuiation. 
Because we refuse to stop continuous stupidity and totai 
lack of accountability - we will probably create super¬ 
humans, able to withstand toxic air, survive natural 
disasters, and eat genetically-modified gluten, but in doing 
so we'll wipe out all the good humans. Some humans will 
survive, but humanity itself will be on life support. But who 
cares - it's all about how much money you can make! Who 
cares that all your money can't buy your kids' a solution to 
the laws of nature - especially the ones pertaining to 
nuclear contamination - you'll be dead and surely all that 
money you made from destroying people and the planet will 
guarantee you admission through the Pearly Gates. 

Yeahhh, y'all got this... 


July 21=*, 2017 
Berkeley, California 
10:30 am 

Lincoln still couldn't quite believe the serendipity that 
had transpired to bring them to this moment. He was sitting 
in Maxine Hunte's underground war room being read in to a 
world he had never imagined existed. 

His agency and many others had always known about 
Maxine and other computer legends like her. In fact, they'd 
monitored her and her known associates for decades trying 
to discern if any of them were part of hacker collectives 
breaching systems around the world. To his knowledge, no 
one had ever found proof of naughtiness on their part, but 
neither was there any proof that any agencies or 
corporations had reached out to Maxine and her network to 
ask for assistance protecting systems. Corporations had no 
motivation to protect data from breaches because they 



didn't care about customers and they enjoyed being able to 
strategically backdoor competitors. Hiring outside cyber 
experts to prevent breaches was unheard of in business. 
And the intelligence communities were quite bombastic 
about assuring the world they had recruited the best and 
brightest from universities all over the world - they didn't 
need no stinkin' old people telling them how to do things! 
For all intents and purposes, Maxine and her ilk were 
Switzerland - neutral, but probably very well informed about 
where all the loot was hidden. 

Lincoln knew about respecting one's elders. He knew if 
anyone had any idea who was behind Carnyx, it would be 
Maxine and her cohorts. Whomever had bricked up the 
stock market, the IRS, and the data brokers, had done so 
quietly, elegantly, and totally. This was old school hacking 
born of years of patience, trial-and-error, and focus. Truth be 
told, he secretly believed Max was Carnyx. 

When the door had opened earlier and Lincoln found 
himself face to face with the world's most respected 
computer builder and Max standing behind his shoulder, 
he'd known he was in the right place. 

“Hello, Lincoln," Max had said stirring her cup of tea. 
“Won't you come in?" 

In the three hours since Max had invited him in, he'd 
shared why he'd come - showing them the videos Welman 
had taken - and learned more than he really ever wanted to 
know about how vulnerable the cyberworld is to intrusion. 

He was grateful that it had been Max and her brethren 
who had been the ones to infiltrate it and lock it down. He 
was appalled that all they'd needed was access to the CIA 
employee image database and the ability to cross-reference 
it against the databases created by Augustine Survey and 
Taibhsear, and quite easily, they had a list of every agency 
employee and the ability to ferret out which ones were most 
likely operators vs. accounting clerks, as well as where they 
lived, what car they drove, where their families were, what 



doctor they visited, and where their favorite coffee shop 
was. 

In a binder they showed him, he found single page 
dossiers, including photographs, on hundreds of intelligence 
community employees which Max and her friends had 
identified as people who might come after Carnyx, but be 
friendly to the cause and helpful in providing cover. 

“How did you get these employee photos?" Lincoln asked 
flipping through the pages in the binder and recognizing 
them as the photos used by internal agency security. 

"Funny thing about the spy world. Hollywood would have 
us believe it's filled only with people who speak five 
languages, play the piano, use their cleavage to distract bad 
guys, and have intimate knowledge of Rembrandt's brush 
strokes...but you and I know the truth. It's filled with regular 
people no one cares about who do exceptional things of all 
colors - including dropping tiny bits of software on certain 
systems when an old friend asks them to in a last-ditch 
effort to save the country," said Max referring to a favor 
she'd asked of a couple old friends who worked invisible jobs 
within certain agencies. 

His page was the first in the binder, right at the top of the 
pile. At first, he thought it was because the book was 
organized alphabetically, but when he turned the page he 
realized the next person's surname began with "M" and the 
person on the next page's surname began with "C". Maybe 
they just put the pages in as they developed our profiles? 
But at least It explains how Max knew my name earlier. 

"They're organized in order of who we thought might 
show up at our door first," said Max watching him turn one 
page at a time. 

He flipped back to his page at the beginning of the stack 
of papers. "Do I even want to know why I ranked #1?" 

"Just as you've kept an eye on us over the years, we've 
kept an eye on certain people too. Professor Hassan and his 
wife were friends of my parents. It was the talk of the 
families for a while when the Jewish boy bought the Muslim 



professor's bookstore from his grieving widow at the 
memorial service. My parents were impressed with the way 
you handled the transaction - you paid a fair price and even 
let Hassan's wife take a couple rather valuable books as 
mementos. Later, with all your international travels to 
collect stock for your shelves, I often joked it was a cover for 
your job in the CIA," Max said with a wicked grin. 

"Mom always said, "You never know who you're dealing 
with. Treat everyone with respect right up until the point 
they don't deserve it, that way you never burn bridges by 
being a pompous fool."" said Lincoln with a wink. 

"Well, your mother was a good woman. But we've got 
work to do, Lincoln. No more walks down memory lane, I'm 
afraid." 

"Right. Well, like I said when I first got here. I've got 
these videos. Every agency from North America to Germany 
is ripping into Carnyx and trying to figure who or what it is, 
but they're missing the bigger picture. I think students are 
actually Striking, but it's not hitting the media yet. Surely, 
there's something we can do to move this forward. I think 
there's a real chance here to create a tsunami effect." 

"Another development you may not know about yet," said 
the man who'd introduced himself as Friedman even 
thought it was ridiculously obvious who he really was, 
"Cliquer is suffering a massive loss of users. It's not just that 
people aren't using the service, they are actively deleting 
their accounts. Cliquer won't report this. It'll make their 
stock tank, so they'll hide it as long as they can, but it's also 
another sign that individuals are doing small things to 
reclaim their privacy and their lives." 

"So, will you release the videos? Will you show the world 
what is really going on behind the White House walls?" 
asked Lincoln. 

"Absolutely," said Friedman. "But not from here. We 
have someone on the road who will do it for us, but we have 
to contact her to get her the files, and we need to warn her 
that Trottel is hiring Duke to come after all of us. And you 



need to get out of here and protect your family. Once these 
videos go public, they won't be safe." 

"There are days I'm actually glad my parents are gone," 
said Lincoln standing at the base of the stairs leading out of 
Max's wine cellar turned Liberty Tree. 

"And Welman's too?" asked Friedman knowing full well 
that it was Lincoln's brother-in-law, a Secret Service agent 
assigned to Trottel, who was responsible for the videos. 

"Yeah. Wei's too. I alternate between boiling anger and 
wanting to vomit every time I consider how you know about 
him." 

"It's quite the oxymoron isn't it...the internet?" said 
Friedman getting up from the table and collecting his things 
to follow Lincoln out. "Supposed to make all our lives easier, 
but in the end, it has been turned into a tool used to control 
people by increasing divisiveness and suppression, and 
instilling fear - a bit like turning everyone's home into a 
solitary confinement cell. And don't get me started on self¬ 
driving cars and the like - the brain atrophy is going to be 
epic. If only the internet had remained about sharing photos 
of cats and dogs and crazy ideas to explore, and not turned 
into a mind eating drug and a giant encyclopedia of 
individual citizens." 

"I wouldn't mind watching it all burn to the ground," 
replied Lincoln. 

"Fear not, my trusty Spook. There's no need for flame 
throwers yet, we've got a few other cards up our sleeves still 
to play," said Max mischievously from her perch on the edge 
of her giant tree-slab table. 


July 21=*, 2017 
Iowa 

1:30 p.m. 


I was tucked up in a booth at Murphy's Diner, sipping iced 
tea and waiting for a sandwich and fries. I took a deep 



breath, unlocked my phone and checked for service. LTE 
and four bars of cellular... l/l/e/p, no more excuses, I thought 
as I opened iMessage and started a note to George. 
Message sent, I opened Safari and worked my way through 
my list of curated websites - Ars Technica, The Hill, Reuters, 
San Diego Reader, Voice of San Diego, Washington Mast, 
BBC World, Mother Jones, MacRumors, Star Tribune, 
ProPublica...Same shit, different day. Endless stories by 
college professors, think tank founders, and former 
government “insiders” exploring theories on those behind 
Carnyx - all of them WRONG! Other stories about US 
Congress and British Parliament members calling for 
“investigations” into corporations, foreign governments, and 
each other, all in an effort to look busy without actually 
doing anything to protect privacy or prevent fraud. There 
were stories about the Trottel White House pushing forward 
with policies to ban Muslims, build walls, kill O'Barry-care, 
and lift regulations protecting citizens, wild life, and the 
environment from abuse and pollution because corporations 
don't need regulation or government oversight - they're 
totalllllly trustworthy, as evidenced by centuries of historical 
records. There were stories about the UK pushing ahead 
with Brexit negotiations and fluff pieces about the Queen 
sitting in her Ivory Tower letting her great-grandkids eat 
cake. And, of course, there were the recaps of talk show 
hosts' one-liners about Carnyx, Augustine Survey, Trottel, 
and Congress juxtaposed against frothing podcasters, video 
streamers, and social media “influencers” screaming about 
the things they were going to do to Carnyx when they finally 
exposed who was behind it. I envisioned myself being 
“water-boarded in maple syrup while having my testicles 
tased” and wondered how many times some of these folks 
had pleasured themselves while reading the report on CIA 
torture - and why they assumed Carnyx was male. But what 
I didn't see was any sort of story on reactions amongst the 
general public to what Carnyx had done and said. Who 
cares what average citizens think? Oh right, no one... 



“Glad to see nothing ever changes," I said to myself with 
a hint of disgust, locking my phone and putting it back in 
my messenger bag. 

"That's the truth!" said my waitress coming up behind me 
with my lunch. 

"Thanks," I said taking my plate from her. "I just don't 
get it," I said knowing the reply could be taken to mean I 
either supported Carnyx or Trottel and the current regime. 
Best not to offend anyone... 

"I honestly don't know what it's going to take to get 
people to wake up!" she said pulling ketchup and extra 
napkins out of her apron and setting them on the table. 

"I guess it boils down to "waking up" vs doing something. 
What would make you go on Strike?" I asked recognizing she 
was on team Carnyx. 

"I went on Strike! When Carnyx took down the credit 
bureaus and Wall Street, I stayed home. After all the 
personal files were exposed I thought people would finally 
get it! After Carnyx proved they were trying to unite us and 
support us, I thought people would grab a clue! But ninety 
percent of this DUMB ASS TOWN," she said shouting the last 
three words to the half-full diner, "are SHEEP!" she said 
slamming down my check on the edge of the table. 

I dared a glance at the patrons around me. They all 
sheepishly, the word fitting the mood but also influenced by 
my waitress's word choice, bowed their heads and tried not 
to make eye contact with me or anyone else. 

As I chewed my sandwich and disappeared my fries, my 
brain wandered. 

What is wrong with peopie? What are they so afraid of? 
Why can't they think beyond their own noses? Sure, there 
are iaws that can't be broken - water is wet in iiquid form, 
fire is hot, the sun rises and sets in the same direction every 
day, everybody dies eventuaiiy...but aii the other crap...aii 
the contrivances of society - money, jobs, schooi, 
possessions equaiing ciass, tax iaw, corporate ownership of 
poiiticians, iegai precedents, airiine baggage fees, credit 



freeze fees, application fees, activation fees, enrollment 
fees, concert ticket processing fees, document fees, and pet 
rent ARE ALL BULLSHIT! Unlike the laws of physics, the 
policies of society can be shredded and rewritten without 
creating black holes and paradoxes. But we're afraid to 
demand change because we don't know what it will look 
like. We'll eat food made from pink slime because it's 
familiar, but we won't step up and say, "Nope, I'm gonna 
need to see a lot of changes before I get back to the salt 
mine." We will watch our children become slaves to a 
system created and nurtured by their grandparents because 
we don't have the balls to tell the Baby Boomers they suck 
at everything. There was a time when Americans would 
have fought back, but for all our marching, chest pounding, 
and tail fanning, we're really just a bunch of pussies in the 
hands of politicians, content to live in debt, and fear, and 
work ourselves to death as long as we get to sit at home 
with our guns, 12-packs, and football once or twice a week. 

My phone dinked, pulling me out of my silent tirade. It 
was George. She messaged saying that she was sad to hear 
I was heading home, but that there was someone she knew 
who could help get Luka and me home. She asked where I 
was and suggested we meet up to say goodbye. She'd give 
me the contact's name then. Even with iMessage being end- 
to-end encrypted, George was still wary about sharing too 
much information over devices, and who could blame her. I 
messaged her that I was in Iowa heading south and asked 
her where she was. Nothing our wireless providers didn't 
already know, right? 

While I waited for a response I pulled out enough cash to 
pay my bill and leave a nice tip and poured the rest of my 
iced tea into my ancient sippy cup to take with me. In a 
moment of idiotic impulse, I pulled a pen out of my bag, 
wrote “We are Carnyx!" and drew a smiley faced sun with 
lots of squiggly rays of varying lengths emanating from her 
perimeter on a napkin and slid it under my check and cash 



weighted down by the salt shaker. What's it matter? It's 
over. We lost. Carnyx will disappear into the history of our 
own self-destruction, overwritten on hard drive platters by 
stories about self-driving cars and endless superhero 
movies. For all my waitress would know, I was simply telling 
her I was a Carnyx supporter. 

No one paid any attention to me walking the aisle 
between the booths and counter stools, they didn't look up 
when I opened the door and tinkled the bells above it, and 
no one even glanced over their shoulder as I peered in from 
outside the closed door. 

“It's nice to be invisible," I sighed as I turned away from 
the glass door and walked to Luka. I'd considered for a half 
a second using the Thought Stone to see where those 
people's heads really were - were they diehard Trottel fans 
or just broken people trapped by fear? In the end, I just 
didn't want to know. Both scenarios were equally likely and 
equally depressing. 

As I got situated in the car, my phone dinked again. It 
was George. 

i'm all the way on left coast for a haul to east coast. I'll 
be four days. Your ride will leave in five. Can meet in North 
Carolina on 25^^. I've given Chuck your number. He'll text 
you instructions for trip home. He flies cars around the 
world for the Pencil Dick crowd, says he's got a run from NC 
to UK leaving on the 26^^ and can fit you in with little hassle 
as long as you've got paperwork on car. I'm hauling one of 
his client's cars from SFO so he's not going anywhere until I 
get there.;) 

I messaged her back immediately. 

Sounds perfect. All of it. Meet on 25^^, ship out on 26^^, 
in my own bed by 27^^. Send me meeting deets when you 
get closer. Any idea where the gang is? Would love to say 
goodbye. 

They're scattered about. Okay to send them your 
number and let them get in touch? 

Sure. / should have good signal from here to NC. 



K. Talk soon. ~G 

“Guess we're going back on the grid, Luka," I said firing 
her up and making a mental note to replace her plates with 
her legit ones the next day. I woke up my iPod, went to 
Artists and scrolled... 

“We need a little Tina Turner, Luka," I said and pressed 
play on We Don't Need Another Hero. I rolled down my 
windows, put Luka in reverse, and checked over my 
shoulders before pulling out of my spot. 

As I put her in first to leave the parking lot, I spotted my 
waitress standing in the doorway of the diner watching me. 
As we made eye contact she lifted an arm and slapped her 
open hand on the glass pane of the door. Like a prisoner 
trying to communicate with the outside world, she'd drawn 
something on her hand that only I could see - a smiling sun 
filled her palm and squiggled rays of light ran down her 
fingers and wrist. I blew two toots on Luka's horn, smiled, 
and threw her a kiss. She remained in the doorway for as 
long as I could see the restaurant in my rearview mirror. 

Carnyx has a symbol just In time to bury It, I thought to 
myself as Alanis Morissette's voice filled my head - Isn't It 
Ironic, don'tya think? 

I cranked up Tina and sang along about not needing 
heroes, living under fear, and wanting to get away from 
Thunderdome. Isn't It Ironic, don't ya think? 

I decided to make some major headway and plow on to 
Chicago before calling it a day. From there I could make 
North Carolina in twelve hours and have a few days to play 
tourist before heading home. 

As I drove I settled into 6 *^ g 03 r on Luka's transmission, 
and tried to find a new gear in my head. I'd been in the US 
for over a year and a half. I'd cruised along comfortably in 
fourth, then downshifted to second after the election revved 
things up, then up into sixth as we'd all gone pedal to the 
metal trying to get ahead of the shit storm. But now it was 



time to start over. I still had momentum - I wasn't back in 
first, not even second. My brain hummed along comfortably 
in third, but my foot hovered over my mental clutch pedal - 
would I be downshifting to slow down for a corner or climb a 
hill, or would I be calling on my torque to pull me into the 
next gear? 

We still had the orb pieces - we could do a lot with those. 
We still had a good chunk of the Alexander Benevolent 
Society money - we could do a lot with that. The Wick 
Burners had more intelligence than they'd ever be able to 
fully use - and they had Torpor - they could do a lot with 
that. We'd just have to be content to help individuals as we 
could and let humanity burn itself out since it was too 
stubborn to douse itself. 

I didn't know if I'd ever understand people r?of striking. I 
didn't know if I'd ever understand people giving up the fight 
and rolling over in the face of such overt violations and 
glaring opportunity. / guess fear is indeed a nnind kiiier, or 
whatever that iine is from Dune. 


July 21=*, 2017 
Chicago 
9 p.m. 

As I pulled into the portico outside the automatic double 
doors of the hotel, I heard my phone dink with the alert 
sound I'd assigned to Jesse's texts. 

I checked the message thinking it would be about making 
plans for my birthday now that I had texted him my arrival 
date, but instead it was a cryptic. Text me. 

Dammit Jesse! I hate it when you do that! You know it 
freaks me out iike there's a probiem! I texted back. 

Where are you? He asked. 

Chicago. What the heii is going on? Is Lex okay? I typed 
realizing it was three in the morning at home. 

She's fine. Everything is fine. 



It's 3 a.m. your time. WTF? 

Just checking in before going to bed. Was up piaying 
Oiiver's game and thought I'd say goodnight. 

If he's playing 1001 Nights something's up, I thought to 
myself. 

Maybe I'll play a little myself later. Could use the unwind 
time. At hotel now. Going to check in and should be home 
in a few days. 

Travel safe. If you need to take few extra days it'll be 
fine. I'll Just freeze your cheesecake until you get home. 

A few extra days???? I thought. What the hell Is going 
on. 

Okay, TH keep you posted, but don't see any reason I'll 
be late. 

Goodnight Wife. 

Goodnight Husband. 

Fifteen minutes later, safely in my room, I turned on my 
Carnyx phone. Ten alerts from 1001 Nights according to the 
red badge stuck to its icon. Ten messages in Jinn. 

“Well SHIT!" I said sitting down heavily on the bed 
reading the messages from Max, Oliver, Jesse, and Tara 
who'd been trying to reach me for the last few hours. 

My brain digested the information. Students Striking - 
not only in the US but in the UK too according to Oliver's 
sources? People quitting Cliquer In North America and 
Europe? Video proof of Trottel lying to the public and 
planning to hire a private military to go after citizens with no 
Judicial oversight? And a message from Tara that I thought I 
must have been the only one to see - the military was going 
back on Strike! On the 23^^! She wasn't asking permission, 
she wasn't asking for Carnyx support, she was Just reporting 
a fact. The White House, Congress, and the Pentagon 
hadn't delivered on the promises made after the last Strike 
and now it was war - the US Military was declaring war on 
the US Government and there would be no going back until 



their demands and many of Carnyx's were met, especially 
the removal of the President and the entire Congress. 

“Christ, Tara," I said to myself as I typed a response to her 
filling her in on what I'd just learned from the Wick Burners 
about Duke, student Strikers, and Cliquer customers. 

I messaged Max back and told her first about Tara's news, 
then asked her what my assignment was going to be. 

I messaged Oliver and told him I'd been in touch with 
Max and filled him in on Tara's news. 

Then I messaged Jesse and told him to put the 
cheesecake in the freezer. 

It had been a long day. I was exhausted and grimy from 
the road, but there was no way in hell I was going to be able 
to sleep. I did my usual disinfecting of the room routine 
then showered and ate some peanut butter crackers and a 
banana packed by Nana River that morning. “Good grief! 
This day!" I said to my empty room. It had started rather 
melancholy - saying goodbye to friends and accepting 
defeat; then started looking up when I realized I'd be home 
in just a few days and could still help people on a much 
smaller scale, and now this...back in the shit. 

My Carnyx phone alerted me to a notification - another 
badge on the 1001 Nights app. A message from Max read. 
Go to Madison, l/l//scor?s/V?. And gave me the address of a 
record store I was supposed to stop at after 2 p.m. to meet a 
woman named Pearl. Ask for a copy of Purple Rain on purple 
vinyl. 

Unbeknownst to me, while I'd been driving to Chicago, 
Friedman had visited the home of a friend who flew planes 
for an international mail delivery corporation - a friend who 
just happened to be flying into Wisconsin for work in a few 
hours, and whose cousin, another friend, just happened to 
own a record store. The line between friend and Wick 
Burner was fluid I guess. 

A second message appeared. 



Turn off this phone and personal phone tomorrow 
morning after you leave hotel. Seal them up, you're going 
dark again. You'll know what to do with Purple Rain. Also 
mention student activity and Cliquer user exodus on Hisser 
per usual protocol after 4 p.m. local time. My advice, let the 
military Strike play out on its own - provides two battle 
fronts to divide groups trying to shut it ail down. Get out of 
area quickly and contact when you're > 150 miles from 
Madison. Will need to update you on other developments. 

“What “other developments",“ I wondered aloud. 

Max hadn't mentioned the source of the Trottel videos...! 
pondered that as I found the record store address on my 
map application on my phone. Can't look up the words 
"Bath bomb" or "Pressure cooker” without getting put on a 
watch list, but looking up a record store shouldn't trigger 
warning bells amongst the intelligence crowd, right? 



Chapter XL 


July 22 nd, 2017 
Alexandria, VA 
5 a.m. 

Lincoln tore through the light, early morning traffic to get 
to Welman's house before he left for work. He was relieved 
to see Wei's car still in the single-wide driveway leading to 
their one-car garage. 

He parked at the bottom of the driveway to block Welman 
in on the off chance they passed each other, and headed to 
the front door. He knew the girls would still be asleep and 
didn't want to alarm everyone until he had a chance to talk 
to Welman alone, so he let himself in. He checked the 
kitchen and silent save for the coffee maker gurgling away. 
He heard water running through the pipes and realized 
someone was in the shower. Two steps at a time, he reached 
the second floor and saw lights on under the closed bedroom 
door. Not the time for social graces, he thought as he 
opened the door to find his sister packing multiple suitcases 
and his brother-in-law shaving over a running tap. 

“Going somewhere?" he asked his surprised sister who'd 
looked up when the door opened. 

“Christ, Line, you're a little too well trained in creeping 
around people's homes!" she said. 

“Of course we're going somewhere," said Welman coming 
out of the bathroom with a towel around his waist. “I figured 
we had about 72 hours after I gave you those cards the 
other night before you found someone to share them with," 
he continued as he stepped into a walk-in closet. “I put in 
for some vacation and as far as anyone knows, we're going 
camping before the kids go back to school in a couple of 
weeks. Your sister here has been methodically stockpiling 
cash since Trottel got elected - not enough to raise 
eyebrows, but enough to keep us off the grid for months. 



We're heading to Minnesota - although everyone at work 
thinks we're going to South Carolina. We'll be close to the 
Canada border if, worst case, this doesn't work out in a few 
months and I need to go on the run permanently," he said 
walking out of the closet dressed in jeans, grey t-shirt, and 
socks. 

"So, you've thought this all out, have you?" asked Lincoln 
flicking through a stack of t-shirts from the bed. 

"As much as we can," said Welman opening the tall 
double doors of a mirror inlaid cherry wardrobe filled with 
shelves of sweaters and sweatshirts. 

"You know who they're going to send after you when they 
realize you took the videos that are going to be released, 
right?" 

"Yeah, I know," said Welman pulling out the sweater 
stacked shelves and setting them on the floor as his wife left 
the room to get a basket of laundry from the dryer 
downstairs. 

"Do you think it would be better if the girls stayed here?" 

"Not with Duke on the loose. That guy will stalk, harass, 
and torture to get what he wants. No, the girls are safer with 
me for now," said Welman removing exposing a secret stash 
of weapons in the back of the wardrobe. "I'm hoping that 
my disappearing act will take the heat off of you - make it 
look like I recorded and released those videos on my own so 
you can stay here and work the inside track." 

"We're going to need a way to communicate," said 
Lincoln. 

"Look Line, this is going to go one of two ways," said 
Welman laying four handguns on the floor. "Either those 
videos are going to make a difference and we can come 
home to a sane, righteous country," he continued laying out 
a rifle, two laser sights, two sheathed knives, and boxes of 
ammunition. "Or it won't and I really don't want to come 
home. I don't want my girls growing up in a country where 
the President, the fucking President, Lincoln, gets to abuse 
women, abuse his power, abuse our laws and traditions, and 



drag us back to the Antebellum South,” he said sitting on 
the edge of his bed and looking at his weapons. "I'll become 
that guy - the one who grows his beard down to his chest 
and lives off the land, before I let my kids grow up enslaved 
to this system we've got going now. I'm fifty-fucking years 
old. Line, I'm too old for this political bullshit! I've seen it all 
and it's all lies and more lies from all the parties. The GOP 
says we all have to live by their moral compass - the one 
where practicing birth control or having an abortion is 
murder, but it's perfectly okay to murder people once 
they're born - especially if money can be made off the war 
du jour. And the fucking Dems!” He said standing up and 
going to the closet for a duffle bag into which be began 
packing his weapons, "Have you ever met a group of people 
less interested in solving problems if it doesn't involve 
stealing half of everyone's paycheck and creating the 
illusion of intellectual supremacy through condescension? 
There is no law of nature that requires our government to be 
run like this. It doesn't have to be this way. Line,” Welman 
said sounding defeated as he stood and faced him holding 
his bag of defense. 

"It doesn't,” said Lincoln sitting down on the bed and 
knocking over a stack of socks. "There isn't a damn thing 
stopping Congress and Trottel from righting this ship except 
their own methane filled egos. Remember when they first 
got into office in January - it was like they were tripping over 
their own dicks in their rush to get rid of ethical oversight, 
ban people from certain nations, hand out cabinet positions 
like BINGO prizes, fill SCOTUS slots, nuke O'Barry-care, and 
give themselves epic tax breaks...but ask them to actually 
fix anything or offer a replacement for the Affordable Care 
Act and ooooohhhh noooo, that takes time and you have to 
be patient and civil to us or you'll get nothing. I get it, I 
really do, but I met some people yesterday. I learned a few 
things. It might not be as hopeless as we think.” 

"I hope you're right,” said his sister walking in with a 
basket of folded towels. "I'm r?of doing this crapping in the 



woods thing for the rest of my life,” she told them both, 
looking them dead in the eye. 

Two hours later, Lincoln watched from his car as the four 
of them drove off in their small SUV, his nieces excitedly 
waving goodbye out the windows, blissfully ignorant of the 
turmoil building all around them. 

They may come after you too. The words niggled at 
Lincoln as he drove home to change before heading to a 
meeting a Langley later in the afternoon. Yeah, they might 
put it together that I couid be invoived in the ieaking of the 
video, but they'ii never prove it and it's better to have me in 
the beast than outside trying to figure out its next move, 
he'd replied to Welman's comment. 

As he drove he fought the urge to follow Welman and just 
pack it in with them, riding out the storm in a cabin in the 
woods. 


July 22 nd, 2017 
Chicago 
6 a.m. 

Max's ominous comment about "other developments” had 
made me toss and turn all night. Why the hell hadn't she 
just explained everything? Maybe she didn't have all the 
details yet. But why not give me something to go on? 
Because there's no point in telling me things I can't use. 

Patience, Laura. 

Screw patience! 

Sick of arguing with myself, I got up and got ready to hit 
the road...better to be moving than sitting still right now. 
Little did I know that the timing of my day was mostly to buy 



time for Welman and his family to get out of town...Hell, I 
didn't even know Welman existed! It'd be months before I 
learned about him and his family. 

One last glance around the room to confirm I had 
everything and I was out the door. 

Luka warmed up and we set off into the pastel colors of 
summertime dawn. I drove southeast for two hours, 
stopping along the road somewhere in rural Indiana to shut 
down my phones, lock them up in their deep freezes, and 
change my license plates before heading back northwest 
over different roads into Wisconsin. As I drove, I rolled down 
my capri pants turning them into long cargo pants and 
peeled off my bright pink t-shirt revealing a second one - 
light grey with a graphic of a woman sitting in a glass saying 
You Can Call Me Old Fashioned. Once on the highway, I 
steered with my left knee as I coiled my mop into a bun on 
my head and stabbed in two carbon fiber chopsticks to keep 
it secure. A couple swipes with a dark foundation powder to 
create shadows modifying my nose and cheekbones and a 
layer of matte lavender lipstick later, my own husband 
wouldn't have recognized me. Something about Max's 
"other developments" had me on edge and I was pretty 
positive that the eyes in the sky were working overtime to 
identify Carnyx. 

I pulled into Madison at 1 p.m. and had time to kill before 
I could meet Pearl so I parked Luka in a quiet neighborhood 
and used my time to do a little planning. 

A soft rain fell on Luka, hiding me behind a curtain of 
water droplets on glass. 

I confirmed I still had my list of logins for Hisser written in 
my little metal notebook and memorized the newest one. I 
pulled out my Interstate map book to scope out places I 
might be able to find internet access once I had what I 
assumed would be another thumb drive, and I tried to figure 
out where I'd be sleeping that night. 



It would have to be someplace south of where I'd dropped 
off the grid because I was going to need to turn, at a 
minimum, my Carnyx phone back on to find out what else 
Max needed to tell me - or so I thought. Regardless, I 
needed to be able to communicate at least once more after 
today's assignment and Tara's plans for the 23^^. I decided 
I'd head due south from Wisconsin and drop down to 
Tennessee from where I could pick up the 40 and head east 
to the Carolinas. That had been the plan the day before 
when I thought I was going home...May as well stick with It 
now, I shrugged to myself. 

I also found a community a bit west of Madison that 
looked promising for finding access to a computer. Plans 
made, I put on another coat of my lavender lipstick, grabbed 
the backpack I'd slid my messenger bag into, locked Luka, 
and strolled off into the rain softly singing Prince's Starfish 
and Coffee. 

Pearl's shop was easy to find, and Pearl herself was hard 
to miss - think Queen Latifah with natural blonde ringlets 
and eyes the color of ancient mahogany. She was standing 
behind the counter talking to someone on the phone - a 
black landline phone with a bright yellow pigtail cord. We 
made eye contact as I approached her and she raised a 
finger telling me to hold on a sec', so I veered off into the 
stacks to flip through her wares. 

“Can I help you find anything?" she asked coming up 
behind me. 

“I'm looking for a copy of Purple Rain in purple vinyl," I 
said still flicking through the Prince section. 

“I've got a copy of that behind the counter," she said 
glancing at the two albums I'd pulled out and laid on top of 
the bin beside me. “The Black Album and Mazarati?" she 
asked raising an eyebrow suddenly wondering if I wasn't 
who she thought I was. The confusion on her face said. Oh 
crap! Is this just some broad looking for Prince music? 

“I was sent here to pick up Purple Rain for a friend - these 
are just for me," I said picking up the other records, ready to 



follow her to the cash register. “I couldn't resist them after I 
saw them." 

Pearl's wide smile said she understood my pathetic 
attempt to assuage her concerns. "Your friend and I go way 
back - I've been keeping it set aside for her." 

How many Wick Burners are there??? I wondered to 
myself following her to the register. 

She rang up the sale, slid my albums into a paper bag 
with handles bearing the hand painted name of her store - 
Cynthia Rose. 

"All of us were ordinary, compared to Cynthia Rose," I said 
as I handed her three 20s and realized why I'd been singing 
Starfish and Coffee earlier. 

Without missing a beat, she replied, "She always stood at 
the back of the line, smile beneath her nose," as she handed 
me my change and the bag with a wink. 

"Thanks," I said. 

"Mow'd you know that's where I got the name?" she asked 
as I reached the door. 

"Serendipity?" I replied because it was the first word that 
popped into my mind. "But maybe it was the rain," I said 
leaving the words hanging in the air knowing I was the only 
one who understood their meaning. 

The rain had stopped by the time I left the store, but the 
leaves of the trees that lined the sidewalks continued to 
drop huge dollops of water...As one splashed on my forearm, 

I thought - How do the spirits, the energies, of creatures and 
peopie who've come before us separate and intermingie to 
create new "souis" for iack of a better word, how do they 
get IN us? The human body is 60% water - duh! Okay, but 
is it water that's present at the moment of conception and 
gets added to during gestation by everything your mother 
drinks? Do your mother and father carry bits of their own 
parents and pass them onto their children in the water 
contained in sperm and eggs and blood? Can a portion of 



someone's being transdermally add to your own "soul" Just 
via rain drops? 

A voice spoke in my head - Does it really matter? 

No Aza, it doesn't, but someday you and I are going to 
talk about it. 

As you wish, my Dear. 

And just like that she was gone. And I was still wondering 
if a droplet of Prince had planted Starfish and Coffee in my 
head or if my brain had made the connection on its own 
after seeing the name of Pearl's record store. Does it really 
matter? 

I stopped in a coffee shop between the record store and 
Luka to grab a snack and a tea. While I waited for my order, 

I noticed a stack of flyers for a local fun-run and with a 
napkin, picked up a few thinking it might be handy to have 
a reason to be walking around neighborhoods later since 
there was zero chance of finding and using an unattended 
computer in a retail shop because cameras were 
everywhere! I dropped the flyers in my record store bag, and 
took a seat to enjoy my lemon poppy seed muffin and iced 
tea. 

After a leisurely stroll around the area, roaming into a 
couple shops to browse like any tourist, I made my way back 
to Luka. I laid the album containing bag on top of the 
suitcases in Luka's trunk and reached in to grab my receipt, 
the flyers still tucked in their napkin, and a tiny plastic 
orange starfish. Back in the car, I slid all three into different 
pockets of my backpack and wondered if there was a 
specific Wick Burner elf who turned dozens of little toys into 
USB flash drives, and what that workbench must look like. 

It took me until after five o'clock to find a suitable 
location, but even then, I decided to wait until after dark. 



He sat in his dining room, his back to the window, 
working two monitors. At first, I suspected he'd be one of 
those Internet of Things addicts who had his home wired to 
voice activated speakers that controlled his surveillance 
cameras, door locks, thermometer, cell phone, car, and 
toaster...but as I slowly drove by, down the long residential 
street, I realized he had a standard door lock, an old Volvo, 
and his monitors showed images as if he was a photographer 
editing pictures. 

I felt kind of bad about using his system to carry out my 
assignment, but his was the only place I'd seen so far that 
didn't look like it was filled to the brim with kids. I decided 
I'd do a little up-close recon and determine if I should move 
on or not. I parked Luka two streets over, in the parking lot 
of a small park, grabbed my backpack and started walking 
like I belonged there. 

The kids playing on the jungle gym didn't even know I 
existed and their parents barely glanced my way. I was sure 
that had I been black and a man, it'd be a different reaction, 
but a middle-aged white woman is basically invisible...As I 
pondered that would-ya-rather dichotomy, I pulled up the 
hoodie on my sweatshirt, put on a pair of sunglasses, and 
walked towards Mr. Volvo's house. 

Pulling the fun-run flyers from the side pocket of my 
backpack with a gloved hand, I approached the house as if I 
was going to leave one in his front door while I focused on 
trying see through his translucent drapes and get an idea of 
what he was working on. 

Three steps from his front door I got a clear shot through 
a sliver of a gap between the drapes - the bastard was 
editing photos of naked childrenWl In his damn living room, 
with his monitors facing the street...the piece of crap didn't 
even have the shame to be doing it in secret! 

I walked up to the door and put a flyer in it, walked to a 
few other houses and did the same in case any Mrs. Kravitzs 
lived in the 'hood, and went back to Luka. 



The park was empty now so I sat and seethed in my 
driver's seat. 

Oh, this guy is going DOWN! Okay, this scum probabiy 
uses an onion router to hide his traffic - first step, disabie 
that before using his system. After you use his computers, 
he's going to have visitors from every inteiiigence agency 
pubiic and private, foreign and domestic, ripping his home 
to shreds. They'ii find records of what you've seen, but wiii 
he be home? Wiii they find him or wiii he run and escape? 
No, this turd was going to be home, tied up and waiting for 
them! 

I waited until the sun had set and the neighborhood was 
lit only by the dim glow of scattered lamps in people's front 
yards. 

My hair was tied up tight in a bun and shielded by my 
black hoodie. Black jeans and black sneakers accessorized 
by my black backpack and transparent vinyl gloves 
completed my suburban ninja outfit. I walked from Luka to 
Mr. Volvo's house. His living room was dark, but I could 
detect lights on in the back of the house. I pulled the black 
balaclava tucked under my hoodie over my face and let 
myself in the side gate. I walked along a side alley filled 
with trashcans, old firewood, and garden hoses until I 
reached the side door of the garage and let myself in - the 
door was unlocked! 

The door into the house was equally unsecured. As I let 
myself into the house I wondered what I always wonder 
about people who don't park their cars in their garages - 
what the heii do they use their garages for???? As a dim 
light from inside the house penetrated the dark garage, I 
realized that this particular piece of crap used his two-car 
garage as a shipping warehouse. I shuddered as I 
considered what was contained in the 12x12x12 boxes 
occupying one half of the garage and the hundreds of orders 
he must have filled using the work bench, tape gun, packing 
materials, and scale in the second half. 



The door didn't make a peep as I opened it enough to 
enter the kitchen. Gotta love WD-40, I thought. 

I smelled the unmistakable smell of Swanson fried 
chicken TV dinners and heard the sound of droning voices 
identifiable as some sort of television show by the flickering 
light coming from the room beyond the kitchen. 

I hugged the wall of the kitchen and work my way into 
the darkened dining room which led into a family room that 
ran the length of the back of the house. Mr. Volvo sat in the 
corner of his couch, legs extended down the length of it, 
eating the brownie from his TV dinner, his greasy chicken 
fingers glistening in the blue light of the television. He was 
facing the doorway that I needed to pass through to get at 
him, there was no way to sneak up on him. I weighed my 
options - the Thought Stone or the Trinity Ring were my best 
bets at gaining the upper hand. I flirted briefly with just 
killing him with the Obsidian, but no, this guy deserved 
what he'd get in prison. As a compromise with myself, I 
looked down at the Trinity Ring sparkling in the dim light 
and blasted him over the arm of his couch, pinning him 
between the arm and the wall. 

Before he could even process what had happened, I 
shoved the couch and smashed him into the wall with it, 
dropped my backpack, grabbed the roll of duct tape I'd 
pulled from the bag Max had given me weeks before, pulled 
him out of his corner by his shirt collar and got to work 
taping his hands behind his back and his ankles together. 

“Who the fuck are you?" he demanded. 

I responded by taping his mouth shut. 

I tied the blanket draped over the back of the couch 
around his ankles, dragged him into the dining room, and 
left him in the doorway where I could keep an eye on him. 

His computer was still on, but his monitors had gone to 
sleep. I wiggled the mouse and brought one back to life. I 
was going to need a password... 

I rotated the Thought Stone to the top of my wrist, pulled 
up my right sleeve and rested my right wrist on top of the 



stone... 

Who the fuck does this bitch think she is?? What's she 
doing on the computer? She'ii never guess the password! 
Then, echoing in the back of his thoughts was 
Pretty 1 111 Pauiie. 

I typed in PrettyllllPauiie and the system unlocked. I 
was facing a desktop loaded with image files and the usual 
application icons for mail, word processing, calendars, and 
internet browsers. I launched his web browser and was 
taken to the home page of yet another ham-fisted odious 
obnoxious web service provider. I just looked at him and 
shook my head in disgust. Peopie stiii use this buiishit 
company? I thought. 

I pulled the starfish thumb drive from my pocked and 
plugged it into the tower sitting below the table, keeping an 
eye on Pauiie leaning against the wall where I'd left him, as I 
did. I stood back up, opened the drive and launched the file 
parked on it. When the message window popped up that 
upload was complete, I ejected the drive and returned it 
back to my pocket. The video files contained within would 
be sent via text and email to every account hoarded by 
Augustine Survey. 

Next stop - Hisser. I logged in using my latest one-use 
password and posted. 

Perhaps we shouid thank Augustine Survey and aii 
the wireiess and emaii providers for seiiing them 
aii of our contact information, because now Carnyx 
can share with you video from inside the White 
House. Enjoy! 

To the students of America and the UK. We see 
you! We know you are Striking! The media hasn't 
covered it yet because the coiieges and 
universities are hiding it, but we know you haven't 
paid your tuition. We know you haven 't appiied for 
ioans. We know you aren't buying suppiies to 



move into dorms and signing ieases on rentais! 
You are heroes! You iead the way! You are setting 
the exam pie for the other generations to foiiow! 

To the users of Ciiquer We see you! We know you 
have been deieting your accounts. The company 
may be hiding it from investors and ad buyers, but 
we see the truth. Know that you are not aione. 
Soon the media wiii understand that they must 
speak to the peopie - not just corporate spin 
doctors - to truiy understand what is happening in 
the wo rid. Teii your story. 

Teii them if you quit sociai media sits, teii them 
why. Write it on your cars, wear it on your t-shirts, 
write it in chaik on your driveway! Speak! 
STRIKE! 

I took a few moments to read posts sent to Carnyx. Most 
of the notifications were regarding people reposting the 
Demands they wanted to Strike in support of - so I reposted 
them. Some posts were from people afraid to Strike - to 
them I responded, Do what you are comfortable doing. 
Strike in small ways. Every action counts. Hopefully one 
day you will feel you are part of a large enough community 
that offers you a safety net of support. Until then, know 
that we are with you! And then there were the posts from 
the Gremlins - the ones who should be denied water and 
food, especially after midnight, the ones I ignored because 
feeding them begets more of them. 

I logged out - but instead of clearing history and cache 
like I usually did, I left it all because I didn't want to destroy 
any evidence that would incriminate Paulie and get him his 
just deserts. 

I picked up my backpack and slung it over one shoulder, 
cast a glance at the slime on the floor, walked into the 
kitchen, picked up the phone mounted to the wall, dialed 
911, and left the phone hanging from its curled cord. 



I let myself out the front door, leaving it wide open to 
whomever arrived first - the FBI, the local police, the fire 
department...anything was possible. 

I removed the can of strawberry-red spray paint, a gift 
from Blue before I left the Reservation, and gave it a 
satisfying shake as I stood in the street. I painted Carnyx 
across the driveway below the Volvo, snapped the cap back 
on, and slid the can into my backpack as I strolled in the 
direction of Luka. 

I could hear the faint sounds of fire trucks in the distance 
as I slid into my driver's seat. Luka awakened with a purr 
and we slithered off into night, melting into the shadows. 

Once out of the neighborhood, I flicked on her headlights 
and enabled the rear lights as we approached downtown 
Madison. 

At a traffic light, I picked up my iPod and scrolled through 
Artists for a song to match my mood. “One hundred and 
fifty miles before I can phone home to report in and find out 
what the hell Max meant about “other developments? 
Flipping fantastic," I said slightly miffed as I clicked Ellie 
Goulding and hit the highway to Lights. 

As my iPod shuffled through songs in the background, I 
wondered what the world's reaction was to seeing the videos 
of Trottel. I hadn't even seen them myself, but I'd gotten the 
gist from Max's messages. Surely, they'd open the eyes of 
some of Trottel's most ardent supporters. Surely, they'd 
serve as a wakeup call to the politicians of the world who 
thought lying to the general public was part of their job? 
But I just shook my head as I realized there would always be 
people who could rationalize away despicable behavior. 
There would always be people who would deny the truth of 
slavery and deny the holocaust. There would always be a 
bizarre subset of people suffering from multigenerational 
Stockholm Syndrome who would blindly support business 
owners and politicians and aristocrats no matter how badly 
they behaved or how poorly they treated the community. 



Some people Just live their entire lives in a cult and never 
know it...\ thought to myself shaking my head in sadness for 
them. We only get one life and many people spend the 
entire thing believing people with certain surnames or 
certain occupations are superior human beings. How sad is 
that? Taught lies from birth that are perpetuated generation 
after generation. Which is more culpable in that scenario? 
The business leaders, priests, politicians, or blue bloods who 
tell the first lie establishing their hold over the less educated 
or the parents who Just blindly accept the lie without asking 
WHY the Queen or the priest is allowed to take money from 
their pockets or innocence from their children? Why do so 
many people Just accept their lot in life without question? 

Three hours and 200 miles later, just for good measure, I 
pulled into a rest stop outside Bloomington, Illinois and 
parked between two slumbering 18-wheelers. I had to pee 
like mad and I needed to know - was I looking for a hotel for 
the night or was I on the run? Pee first though... 

Tucked safely back in the car I put my hand on the 
Thought Stone. 

It was nearly one o'clock in the morning my time. I knew 
Max would be available no matter when I contacted her, but 
I imagined her tucked up on her couch dozing while waiting 
for me. 

I should have known better. 

She responded immediately without a hint of shock at my 
voice suddenly in her head. 

You safe? 

Yup, all good here. Just landed. Wondering if I should get 
a hotel or power through. 

Get a hotel and a good night's sleep. A friend in 
Tennessee is so excited you're coming for a visit. 

A friend? 

Got a pen handy? 

Sure. 



She rattled off an address in Nashville, Tennessee and 
said, be there at 1 p.m. - he'll find you and show you 
around. 

K, I replied, ignoring the lack of information on who I was 
supposed to meet. What was that noise about "other 
de ve lop men ts " 7 

Too hard to explain now and still developing, will have 
solid info for you tomorrow. For now, you should enjoy your 
blissful, ignorant vacation. 

If you say so. Over and out, I replied. 

I had a six-hour drive ahead of me. Decision time...Find a 
hotel nearby and try to get some sleep or power through and 
get a hotel for a few hours in Nashville. 

“Hotel now," I decided aloud as I turned over Luka's 
engine. 

I pulled into a parking space a few spots from the double 
doors of the hotel lobby. I unloaded my two suitcases, small 
duffel bag, and wheeled through the automatic doors 
expecting a dozy front desk clerk and a stroll through a 
silent hotel to my room. How wrong I was. There was no one 
at the front desk and a roaring hum emanating from the bar 
area. 

I wheeled my bags towards the sound expecting a crowd 
of European football fans watching a game in another time 
zone. How wrong I was. The crowd of about twenty was 
watching a news channel showing snippets of what must 
have been the Trottel videos I'd uploaded earlier, 
interspersed with the talking heads usual “analysis" of what 
we were all seeing. 

“Bull!! Shit!" someone bellowed. “He's not within his 
rights to hire a private military to come after Americans!" 

“He lied about being Carnyx!" came another objection to 
the televised white wash going on. 

“He blamed Iran for something HE did! He's going to get 
us killed!" shouted a woman sitting with the Mr. Bullshit. 



I spied a person leaning against a pole near the end of 
the bar wearing a polo shirt bearing the logo of the hotel 
and made my way over. 

“Hey, are you in charge of the front desk?" I asked. 

“Oh, yeah, sorry, can I get you something?" she said eyes 
glued to the TV. 

“I'd like a room," I said. 

“Oh, sure, sorry," she said finally turning to look at me. 

“No problem. What's going on," I asked as she pushed 
herself away from the pole and walked in the direction of the 
front desk. 

“Trottel. He's an ass and the world is finally seeing the 
truth, but some people are slow learners and just can't 
process the fact they've been played," she said as she made 
her way behind the counter. 

“Ah yes, that nightmare," I said parking my suitcases on 
my side of the guest check-in desk. “Every time some new 
bit of news comes out about him and what's been going on, I 
think, “This time people will wake up!", but they never do," I 
said pulling out my credit card and ID and passing it to her. 

“Just one night?" she asked. 

“Yes, please." 

“Yeah, it's nuts. But I saw today that students might be 
doing something. I follow this account on Hisser - Carnyx, 
it's called - and they said students aren't heading to school 
this fall." 

“Really? Well that's something. Maybe they'll be the first 
wave and charge the beaches. Every rebellion needs a 
leading group - maybe universities will be our Bunker Hill, 
our Normandy?" I said taking by my credit card and ID and 
sliding them into my wallet. 

“Let's hope so. That group in the bar is rabid over these 
videos, but they won't do anything except rail impotently 
over their empty beer glasses," she said passing me a small 
envelope containing two room key cards. 

“Videos?" I asked innocently. “I've been on the road all 
day and had my iPod plugged in, no radio, I'm afraid I'm out 



of the loop.” 

"Yeah, apparently our great leader has been lying though 
his teeth about everything and someone in the White House 
smuggled out video proving it and now the idiots on 
television are trying to buff a giant turd to keep everyone 
glued to their sets instead of getting off their ASSES AND 
DOING SOMETHING!” she shouted in the direction of the bar. 



Chapter XLI 


July 23>^^ 2017 
Bloomington, IL 

I knew it was coming, but I still wasn't prepared for the 
images of active and retired military men and women and 
their families sitting in their front yards, standing on street 
corners, and picketing in front of local Veterans' 
Administration offices and hospitals. From east coast to west 
coast, hundreds of thousands of US military members were 
on Strike. Again. And this time it was for good until the 
people they'd chosen to run things were in place. 

According to the news, the group behind the Strike had 
created a web site. The home page announced: We will not 
take orders from a corrupt government. We will not follow a 
Commander in Chief who demands unconditional loyalty 
and fires those who do not deliver it. We will not follow a 
Commander in Chief or any leader who regards the laws set 
out in the Constitution of the United States as mere 
suggestions. We will not follow orders that enrich 
executives, create elevated danger to America, and result in 
the senseless injuries and deaths of our brothers and sisters. 
They listed their demands, provided details on exactly how 
they would proceed until their demands were met, what 
would happen after their demands were met, and gave no 
doubt that this was a well-planned battle strategy with no 
room for compromise. They'd organized, within their own 
ranks, schedules to secure and protect bases and posts - no 
one would be using this Strike as an opportunity to attack 
American military interests, but neither would orders from 
commanders outside a small group of organizers calling 
themselves Strike Command be obeyed. Tara and her 
people had set up a military within the military and it was 
awe inspiring. 



I sat on the edge of the bed taking it all in. 

I opened the Hisser app on my personal phone - just an 
average interested citizen checking her personal account, 
don't cha know - and saw that someone had logged into 
Carnyx's account and posted a message of support to 
“Strike Command" including a link to their web site, on 
behalf of Carnyx. “That was risky, Donnie Boy," I said aloud. 
But then I remembered Oliver - of course it was he who had 
sent the post using his internet tricks to obscure its origin. I 
wondered why he didn't wait for me to do it in the states, 
but understood the urge to support people finally taking a 
stand. My guess was he just couldn't help himself. 

Some news channels were interviewing dissenters - men 
and women in and out of uniform, who called the Strike un- 
American and treasonous - but for the most part, their 
voices were being drowned out by the reporters and 
journalists and social media users who focused on the hope 
it brought to the country. Most coverage was positive and 
supportive. People were sick of American military personnel 
being injured and killed in foreign countries that don't do 
the work to fix themselves. People were sick of the 
treatment of veterans left to try to put their lives back 
together after years in the military machine, often ending up 
alone, broken, and homeless. People were glad that 
something was finally going to change! 

As I dressed and packed up I imagined Trottel in the 
White House fuming over the fact this meant his plans to 
build a human wall of soldiers across our southern border 
would be rendered as feeble as his vocabulary. I noticed a 
little flutter of excitement stirring in my chest as I stood in 
the doorway of my hotel room and took a final glance 
around to make sure I hadn't left anything behind. 

I filled my blue sippy cup with hot water from the 
breakfast buffet in the hotel lobby, popped in a tea bag and 
some sugar, screwed on the lid, and tucked it under my arm. 



Everyone in the room had their eyes locked onto the 
televisions hanging from the walls. No one spoke and no 
one even noticed as I grabbed a yogurt and a banana, 
stuffed them in my messenger bag, and wheeled my 
suitcases out the automatic doors. 

It was 6:30 in the morning and I giggled as Luka and I 
purred out of town on empty roads. It was like we were the 
only living souls on the whole planet. I dared to dream that 
the entire six-hour drive would be this brilliant. I pressed 
play on my iPod and as serendipity would have it. The 
Andrews Sisters began singing Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy - 
so I joined them at the top of my lungs. 

The roads didn't stay completely empty, but traffic was 
extremely light so, even with one pit stop to fill up with gas, 

I made good time to Nashville, rolling into the parking lot of 
a record store at noon:30. Mine was the only car in the tiny 
lot, so either I'd beat Max's friend there or they'd come on 
foot. I glanced around for cameras on the building and 
nearby - seeing a couple, I decided I'd wait until after my 
meeting to change out Luka's plates for another pair, 
depending on what I learned about “other developments". 

I'd barely had time to wander around, take in all the retro, 
slightly gothic gizmos and gadgets displayed around the 
record shop room, and begin to flip through a box of albums, 
when I heard the front door open. 

“Kurt!" I squealed. 

“Good grief, woman, shhh," he said glancing at the man 
behind the cash register who hadn't even bothered to look 
up. 

“Why, you being followed?" I asked looking behind him 
expecting someone else to enter. 

“No, you're just loud!" he said with an impish smile. 
“Come on," he said pulling me down a hall decorated with 
framed gold records and other music memorabilia. 



“What are you even doing in the states?" I asked as he 
opened the door into a studio, the walls of which were 
draped with blue fabric. 

"Max calls, I come. I guess I'm a bit like a puppy that 
way." 

I looked at his blonde mop going slightly grey at the 
temples and noticed that he'd grown a bit of a beard, it too 
mottled with grey set off nicely by his not-very-German tan, 
and chuckled. "Some puppy. Grey Beard. Have you been 
here long? Your tan screams Caribbean more than 
European." 

"Well, when it looked like your countrymen were going to 
sit on their thumbs and let their country die a slow death, I 
decided to meet up with some people with whom I share 
interests to see if we could motivate Europe to react to what 
Hummingbird uncovered. We mayyyy have spent some time 
on the beaches of Southern France," he said with a wink. 

"So, Max dragged you off your beach?" I asked looking 
around and wondering what kind of room we were in. 

"She did. She told me there was movement here and said 
you might need some help. As it turns out, she was right," 
he said darkly. 

"Max said there were "other developments" I needed to 
know about...It sounded like she was still trying to flesh 
them out. What gives? And where the hell are we?" I asked 
trying to figure out why we were in this bizarre meeting 
place. 

"It's a recording studio of sorts. People play live and have 
their shows burned to vinyl. I know the owner, it's a safe 
place for us to meet because it's public but not public. That 
doesn't matter though. I'm just going to cut right to it. Did 
you watch the videos you uploaded? Did you see the one 
about Trottel hiring Duke?" he asked lifting himself up to sit 
on the edge of a small stage. 

"Yeah, sure, he's hiring a hitman to come after Carnyx - 
but, I mean, that's me. I'm one middle-aged white woman in 
a sea of Baby Boomers and Millennials posting pictures of 



their breakfasts and colonoscopy results, not to mention I've 
been very careful to obscure my tracks. I don't even exist 
according to society. How's he going to find me?” I asked 
from a chair I'd carried over from one of the walls and 
positioned in front of the stage. 

“He might not, but now you have your own personal 
boogeyman looking for you. Duke is a nasty piece of work. 
He's got unlimited funds, unchecked power, and access to 
all the data tracking databases that may be backed up 
offline and not accessible to us for deletion. He commands a 
government sanctioned private army on US soil - complete 
with drones, invisible assassins, and black sites for torture. 
Before Trottel turned Duke lose, we were dealing with 
Federal agencies who have protocols and procedures and 
frankly may not have been all that motivated to find Carnyx 
considering how pissed most of them are about the 
existence of Augustine, but Duke is a whole other 
nightmare. He's got resources that don't care about search 
warrants. He's got money that buys information fast. He's 
dialed into every fusion center in the world..." 

“I'm guessing a fusion center isn't where one goes to 
learn to make tasty foods using spices from different 
countries?" I interrupted. 

“Yeah, no. A fusion center is a post-9/11 creation 
positioned at the bottom of the surveillance pyramid 
scheme. There nearly a hundred of them around the country 
we know about and probably a few overseas. They're at the 
local level sifting through police reports, surveillance photos 
and voice recordings from city databases, social media 
accounts of residents, independent news outlet stories in the 
area, and every complaint called in by some old white fart 
who doesn't like it when black people picnic at parks or 
when Sikhs wear their turbans. They track protestors, 
militias, and anyone that law enforcement and politicians 
can't overtly investigate because they lack legal cause to 
get a warrant. They feed their data and analysis up the food 
chain to State and Federal agencies who then target groups 



and individuals for further investigation. But they have a 
secondary function - they're Duke's eyes and ears, his 
private grunt workers on the ground, paid to deliver intel he 
specifically asks for or intel they deem of interest to him. He 
has access to high level sources too, but there's nothing like 
a web of local surveillance - especially when it was aided by 
Augustine Survey - to target a specific warlord, cartel 
member, or mom who wants clean water on her reservation. 
Duke is a gun for hire, he'll blackmail or murder anyone he's 
paid to take out and sleep like a baby." 

"Gotta love state sanctioned murderers. Women can't 
have abortions, but when they agitate for clean water or 
good schools for the kids they were forced to have, well, 
that's definitely grounds for a dirt nap! The word hypocrisy 
has lost all meaning!" I said rolling my eyes. 

"Well now you understand why Max called me in as soon 
as she learned about Duke being hired by Trottel. She 
wanted one person focused on everything he was doing so 
we could try to stay ahead of him. He's tearing through 
everything he can find about all the locations Carnyx has 
popped up. Apparently, a friend of yours tossed out a 
Carnyx Hisser post last night that bounced off numerous 
European locations, adding some red herrings to Duke's 
map, and that's a good thing," he said ominously. 

"Really? Why?" I asked giving in to the urge to get up 
and walk around like the caged animal I felt I was becoming. 

"Because the house you used last night - the one where 
you uploaded the videos - the owner had a camera you 
didn't know about. We found out because of Hummingbird. 
The video is in the hands of two FBI teams due to the dual 
nature of this thing - one is looking at the homeowner for a 
bunch of child pornography charges, and the other is the 
team who has been working on Carnyx since you hit 
Cunningham-Tyllson. I've seen the video they have - no one 
would ever know it's you and I don't see any indications of 
you having left a reflection of your image in any surface 
because you kept your face covered the whole time. Also, 



you must have worn gloves and kept your hair tied up 
because they've found nothing to use to identify you with... 
but, it's pretty obvious the person on the video is a woman 
and the homeowner has corroborated that, so Duke just cut 
his search pool by 50%...He knows he's looking for a woman. 
But it's not just the house camera. We, and the FBI, and 
Duke too I'm sure, have had a look at the city cameras - the 
ones used for traffic flow and license plate tracking, and so 
far. I've not seen your car show up on any of them within 
miles of the house, so you must have chosen wisely with 
your route. But we're worried about things like doorbell 
cameras and witnesses who might have seen something that 
stood out to them, information Duke's money will shake free 
from the surveillance providers that store those images 
online and from people who don't like to talk to cops. There 
are a couple Burners scouring the footage stored by 
companies who provide personal security cameras, doorbell 
cameras, and nanny cams - but it's time consuming and 
doesn't provide access to things like dash cams that aren't 
automatically storing video to a server." 

I stopped my pacing and pulled myself up to sit next to 
him on the edge of the stage. I thought about the people at 
the park the night I parked Luka there to walk to Paulie's 
house - would they remember me or Luka? I wondered if 
anyone had had home security cameras I missed. I'd 
checked the usual spots - doorbells, eaves, windows - for 
cameras and hadn't seen any, but I felt myself break out in a 
cold sweat wondering if anyone had caught my image, 
innocent though it may have looked, walking from the park 
and eventually to Paulie's house. 

Kurt saw my sudden panic and put his hand on my knee. 
"Don't worry. It'll be fine. We just need to keep you out of 
sight until we can get you out of here." 

"I, I um, I have a way out on the 26 *^ jf | get to North 
Carolina. I was on my way there. I'd given up on anyone 
Striking and was working on going home and giving up, but 



Max contacted me and asked me to do one more upload and 
now....” I trailed off. 

"Don't worry. We'll get you out. Tell me about your plans 
for the 26th.'' 

I had over seventy-two hours to get to North Carolina for 
my plane ride home. I just had to lay low and decide if I was 
going to try to get Luka home too. It was a risk driving her 
from Tennessee to North Carolina, but one I was willing to 
take if at all possible. The FBI and Duke, and who knows 
who else, could be looking for her, and me. If they had 
footage of me or Luka from the Madison mission, then surely, 
they'd round up footage from other Carnyx event areas and 
try to cross-reference for vehicles or individuals that 
appeared in multiple locations. All it would take is Luka 
showing up two or three times in event areas and there'd be 
a thermonuclear APB BOLD with reward out for her. 

I had a little time before I had to worry too much. It 
would take time to acquire and review hours of footage from 
so many dates and so many locations. For now, I just 
needed to know where I was crashing for the night - a 
Nashville hotel or a rest stop on the route to North Carolina. 
Kurt had another option - a friend of his was willing to put us 
up for the night. 

"Well, who am I to decline the kindness of strangers. 
Let's motor,” I said hopping off the stage. 

We exited the building and I noticed my car was still the 
only one in the parking lot. "Did you cab it here?” I asked 
walking towards Luka. 

"No, my friend dropped me off. I stayed at his place last 
night.” he said opening Luka's passenger side door as I 
chirped her unlocked. 

As I settled into the driver's seat I suddenly felt 
exhausted. And HUNGRY! "Listen, would you mind driving? 
I'm fried.” 



“I thought you'd never ask!" he said leaping out his door 
like a puppy heading to a park. 

"You can drive a stick, right?" I asked with a grin as we 
passed each other in front of her headlights and I handed 
him my keys. 

"Please, Woman! I'm German! I can drive anything!" he 
said as we reached our respective sides of the car. 

"Can you find me food in this town or do your skills end 
with writing software and driving?" I asked as he turned over 
the engine. 

"Oh, I have many hidden talents," he said easily finding 
reverse and backing out of the parking spot. 

"Well then, impress me..." I said as he popped her into 
first and squealed down the street, shoving me gloriously 
into my seat. 

Twenty minutes later we pulled into a horseshoe shaped 
driveway and stopped in front of a detached garage, but 
didn't park. I looked at Kurt wondering what was up when 
he tooted Luka's horn. We watched as one of the four 
garage doors opened and a man sporting a tousled black 
mop of hair stepped out into the afternoon sun. 

"Is that....?" I asked as we drove by him and came to a 
stop in one of the parking bays. 

"A friend of mine? Yes. Are you going to act like a 
teenage fan girl?" Kurt asked sternly, trying to suppress a 
smile. 

"I'll be good, I swear. But Dude, I'm starving, and I can't 
just go raid some musician's fridge. Why didn't you stop for 
food?" 

"It'll be fine," he said handing me my keys and opening 
his door. 

I opened my own door, hauled myself out of the low-slung 
seats, grabbed my messenger bag, hung it diagonally across 
my chest, and followed Kurt into the blinding light outside of 
the open garage door. 

"Laura, Giles. Giles, Laura." said Kurt. 




Giles and I shook hands and before either of us could say 
a word, Kurt continued, “Laura is starving,” he said 
emphasizing the word with an eye roll. “Do you think you 
can help her out?" he asked with a naughty grin. 

“I think we can arrange something," said my host smiling 
kindly and letting go of my hand. 

“Gee-zus, Kurt, you're killing me," I whispered gruffly as 
we followed Giles across his gravel driveway towards his 
home. 

“Oh relax. Giles is good people. He's an old friend. He's 
gonna shit himself when I tell him who you are..." 

“You will do no such thing!" I interrupted vehemently. 

“Cool your jets, he's one of us. He's a Wick Burner. And 
he's obsessed with you...Well, with Carnyx anyway. He first 
picked up on your activities back when you and your 
Scottish friend rescued those dogs in Russia..." 

“How the hell does he know about THAT?" I asked 
appalled that it had never occurred to me that the WBs had 
been researching me and my older exploits. 

“Can't hide anything on the internet..." he said as we 
reached the open front door and stepped inside to the 
glorious smells of Italian cooking... 

Toasty garlic bread, warm marinara, gooey cheese, and 
ice-cold beers filled our stomachs and loosened our tongues. 
A forgotten, half-eaten dish of stuffed shells cooled on the 
kitchen island. I looked at the clock above the stone 
fireplace - nearly 9 p.m. We'd been talking for hours. I'd 
told them both about the genesis of Carnyx - the barrels of 
Jacobite gold provided by Spain, Pirate treasure, the fireside 
meeting where we'd agreed to go after specific assholes, the 
exploits related to going after said assholes, Myra's work 
finding descendants to aid with our resources, and of course 
the Antikythera conference I'd attended after which I'd met 
Max which led to discovering the Wick Burners and the birth 
of Hummingbird and Torpor. I left out the Orb bits because 



to explain their existence would invite a million questions, 
some for which I did not have answers. 

“I had no idea!” said Kurt. ”1 know you were the one who 
planted the first Hummingbirds, but I don't even know how 
you did that...” he said dangling an invitation to tell him 
about it. 

”1 just followed Max's instructions,” I said. "She had it 
organized and I just followed her script.” 

Giles, nestled in the overstuffed cushions of a corner of 
the couch, regarded me in a way that clearly indicated he 
was fighting between letting that explanation stand and 
asking for more details. He, like Kurt, had to have known it 
would never be that simple to just walk into a secure site 
and be given access to server rooms. But before Kurt could 
prod me, Giles ended the conversation by standing up and 
offering to help me bring in my bags and show me to my 
room. 

As we wheeled my bags past the kitchen towards the 
stairs, I spied Kurt rinsing dishes and loading the 
dishwasher. He sure feels at home here, I thought to myself. 
Wonder what that story is. 

At the top of the stairs we took a right, doubling back 
towards the front of the house where two bedrooms 
separated by a connecting bathroom overlooked the 
driveway. He led me to the second bedroom, flipped on a 
light switch just inside the door, set down the suitcase he'd 
been carrying, and leaned against the door frame as I 
carried my suitcase over the threshold. 

"I do want to hear about Hummingbird,” he said setting 
my other suitcase inside the doorway. 

"You should ask Max, she knows way more than I do. I'm 
just the delivery girl,” I said looking around the lavender 
painted room. "Thank you so much for putting me up.” 

"No problem. Stay as long as you like. You can pay me in 
stories. I know all about what Hummingbird is, I want to 
know how you got it on the systems,” he said like an impish 
boy. 



“I'm afraid I'm out of stories,'' I said turning my back to 
him to lay down one of my suitcases and unzip it. 

“Oh, I don't think you are," he said. 

When I turned around, I caught him looking my 
Hexensteine bracelet. 

What the hell?? I thought. How could he know?? Is It that 
damn glow again??? Can he see It? But before I could even 
sputter out words, he strolled away. 

A thought occurred to me - Maybe he's related to Nana? 
Her people can see all The Orb pieces glowing, but I can 
only see their White Stone glow. 

Too tired to work it out, I went over to close the bedroom 
door, and caught the sound of muffled music and low male 
voices wafting up the stairs. Is that Louis Armstrong? I 
wondered as I shut the door. I changed into PJs, washed my 
face, brushed my teeth, and passed out in the snuggly 
comfort of the fluffy duvet and the knowledge that both Kurt 
and Giles were still awake downstairs. 


July 24 th, 2017 
Nashville, Tennessee 
Early morning 

I woke up and for a minute couldn't remember where I 
was. I'd slept that well. The morning sun warmed the gauzy 
yellow drapes, filling the room with a hazy light. As my eyes 
adjusted to it, I remembered everything - where I was, the 
military Strike beginning the day before, everything Kurt 
had told me about Duke. I flipped the covers back and 
pulled open the bedroom door to see if anyone else was 
awake. A cloud of coffee vapors and the sounds of dishes 
clanking greeted me. Did those two even sleep last night, I 
wondered as I closed the door. 

Fifteen minutes later I was dressed and downstairs. 

“Oh look, it's Sleeping Beauty," said Kurt from the 
breakfast table set into a windowed alcove. 



I glanced at the clock over the kitchen sink - 6:30 a.m. 
“Yup, that's me, sleeping the whollllle day away," I replied 
with an eye roll. 

"Don't mind him," said my host. "He's just crabby 
because of jet lag and the fact he's been sitting on news out 
of respect for your sleep." 

"News? What news?" I said sitting down in the chair next 
to Kurt at the table for four. 

Giles came to the table and handed me a mug of 
steaming water with a tea bag bobbing in it. 

"Here, see for yourself," said Kurt turning on a TV 
mounted on the wall behind me. 

Before I could say "Thanks" for the tea, the TV screen 
filled with a million bits of information I tried to digest. 
Double chryons scrolled across the bottom third of the 
screen - "Military on Strike! Day Two! No Resolution in 
Sight!" screamed one. While the second read: "Breaking! 
Students massing outside the homes of executives of major 
tech companies!" A graphic in the top left corner gave the 
number of days since the Stock Market system had been 
shut down. A graphic in the top right gave, for some bizarre 
reason, the time and temperature for the location of the 
studio. And two newsreaders sat at a desk describing the 
images being displayed on a screen inserted between their 
heads. "Sheila is in Palo Alto, California near Stanford 
University where students are gathering at the homes and 
businesses of the people outted by Carnyx as being the ones 
who have been collecting and selling our private information 
for years. Sheila, what are you seeing on the ground?" 

"Good morning Jim and Nancy. It's only 4:30 in the 
morning here, but that hasn't stopped college students from 
gathering in clusters all over the United States outside the 
homes, businesses, schools, doctors' offices, and favorite 
coffee shops of some of America's richest, most secretive 
people. The students are angry that their privacy has been 
invaded for years by these people, while they maintain their 
own privacy behind corporate shields and deleting their 



private information before it gets collected in dossiers. I 
spoke with some earlier this morning, and this is what they 
had to say: 

“We're sick of two sets of rules," said a petite blonde girl 
sitting on the hood of her car parked on the public street 
outside the gates of a mansion. "These creeps have raped 
our privacy, stolen our sense of security, our dignity, and 
now Karma is coming for them. They thought they were 
immune to the data plague they created, they thought they 
could control it - but plagues don't care about skin color, 
gender, or the size of your bank account." 

"Rich people can be gross, violent, unethical, and 
murderous; but middle-class and poor people are harassed 
at every turn," said her friend sitting next to her. "Payback 
is here. You creep on us, we'll stalk you back! All your data 
are belong to us!" she continued, pushing her face so far 
into the camera it caused me to reflexively lean back. 

"We're refusing to go to school until public universities 
and colleges get their priorities back in line with what We 
the Taxpayers, We the People, want! We may as well use our 
time to stalk and harass the same people who have made 
our lives, and the lives of our parents, a living hell for the 
last five decades! We're going to dump the toxic waste 
they've saddled us with right on their front lawns!" said a 
young man taking a break from clanging together non-stick- 
coated cookie sheets over a growing mound of plastic water 
bottles, plastic food wrappers, bottles of pesticides and 
herbicides, and boxes labeled with chemical compounds I 
didn't recognize, on the public sidewalk outside the same 
estate. 

I was riveted. "This is going on all over the US?" I asked 
turning to Kurt who muted the TV. 

"Yep," he said leaning back in his chair, caressing his 
steaming cup of coffee. "About two hours ago, Hisser started 
erupting with new hashtags - #StalkTheStalkers and 
#PollutionManor. All those files you shared with the world 



on July 4 th, the ones we created based on what we gleaned 
using Hummingbird to investigate executives and 
politicians...These kids have found a use for them. They're 
following and documenting everything these executives, 
lobbyists, and politicians do and sharing it all online so the 
world can track them the way they've tracked us. A few 
industrious ones have brought in contaminated water and 
soil from chemical dumping grounds, fracking sites, and oil 
spill locations - and heaved them over the estate walls of 
the scum who murdered their families and ruined their 
farms. These kids aren't messing around. They're 
coordinating their movement to support the military Strike." 

"Wait," I interrupted, "What were you doing up two hours 
ago?" 

"THAT'S what you got from this???" he asked indignantly. 

"Sorry. Digesting a lot." I said shaking my head to get it 
firing on all cylinders. 

Giles took the remote from Kurt and shut off the 
television. "Let's eat some breakfast and shut out all the 
noise for a little while," he said getting up from the table 
and walking towards the fridge. "Scrambled eggs, anyone?" 

"Works for me," I said getting up to help. 

We both glanced at Kurt who was immersed in his cell 
phone, the blueish glow harshening the tired shadows under 
his eyes. 

"Let him go," said Giles handing me a carton of eggs from 
the fridge. "He's been talking with Burners all over the 
world all night. He's exhausted and I think worried about his 
wife and daughter. He'll level out once he gets a handle on 
all the information pouring in. He's not a fan of chaos." 

"If that's the case, he picked an interesting group to hang 
out with..." I said trailing off into thoughts of all the Wick 
Burners I knew of. 

"Yeah, it's like he's his own riddle. He hates injustice and 
abuse, but he equally hates fighting it because doing so 
necessarily leads to upheaval. Trust me, he'll be fine, he just 
has to find his equilibrium." 



“How far back do you two go?" I asked, my curiosity 
getting the better of me. 

“About ten years," he replied offering nothing more. 
“How do you like your eggs?" 

“Scrambled please," I said. “Are your kids off at camp or 
something for the summer?" I asked, changing the subject 
then suddenly appalled at how invasive that question was 
considering I only knew about his family because of internet 
stories, not because he'd actually told me. 

“With their mom visiting family," he replied cracking egg 
shells and dropping the innards into a mixing bowl. 

Okayyyy, not big on sharing, I thought to myself. “So 
how about this weather?" I offered. 

He cracked a smile and played along. “Not too humid for 
once. I'm looking forward to the fall, it's my favorite time of 
the year." 

“Let's hope this fall we'll all have something to 
celebrate," I said watching him pour the beaten eggs into a 
skillet sizzling with melted butter. 

We ate our eggs and toast, and drank our coffee and tea 
in silence. It was odd, but not awkward. Kurt finally began 
to emerge from his funk and resume the persona I knew - 
cocky, warm, and sharp. 

“I think we have a consensus. A semblance of a plan." he 
began as he set his phone down on the table. “We'd all 
given up and started making plans for how we were going to 
release control over the systems we've taken over and what 
to do about Hummingbird, and organizing smaller rebellions, 
and now we're trying to pivot back to our original mission 
and organize our next moves...and it's not pretty." 

By “we" I gathered he meant the Wick Burners, but 
maybe he meant me too, I wasn't clear on where he was 
going with his verbalized stream of consciousness. It was as 
if doing so was helping him process options and explore his 
feelings about what was happening. Hell, I wasn't sure how / 
even felt about everything. I'd all but given up and 



refocused on being home and getting on with my life, 
resolved that humanity would just eat itself to extinction. 
Now it seemed like maybe I'd be changing tack again. Or 
not, there nnight not be anything left for you to do... 
Although, where is all this going? 

My thoughts were interrupted by Kurt. “We're going to 
ride this wave and see where it takes us. But we need to 
stay hidden to accomplish more things and maintain forward 
movement. That means we need you, Laura. We need you 
to keep being the moving target sharing information with 
the public as we collect it and launch new initiatives. Your 
ability to use rube systems to communicate with the public 
keeps a lot of law enforcement, cybersecurity researchers, 
and the intelligence community focused on those trails and 
off ours. It's taking a legion of Burners to keep the stock 
markets shut down, the IRS offline, and the bloody data 
brokers from trying to rebuild - they keep trying to reboot 
from backups and get the systems back up - they've even 
gone so far as to buy all new equipment and try to load old 
backups on virgin systems, but the second they connect to 
the internet we're able to detect it and monitor for a 
Hummingbird to drop in and grab the new credentials. They 
can't figure out how we keep getting in and shutting them 
down. They're looking for leaks and hackers within their 
own ranks." 

“Wait. Hold on. Hummingbird is still active?" I asked 
surprised that I hadn't even considered that possibility. 

“Oh yes, it will always be active. Well, maybe not 
always," he said suddenly looking like he was trying to tie a 
cherry stem with his brain matter, “but at least until its 
existence gets leaked or detected, the former will never 
come from a Burner and the latter is unlikely without the 
former. In the meantime, it means we have consistent 
access to everything and are still able to wiggle in and issue 
commands, plant malware, and generally control the digital, 
and by extension, much of the physical world." 



“Well that sounds ominous," I said as my brain digested 
his words and made my stomach flip like Greg Louganis. 

"Look at it this way - who would you rather control it, the 
Burners or the scheiBe who've been contaminating the 
system for decades?" 

"Fair point," I said smirking at the mental image of a herd 
of turds bearing the faces of certain politicians and CEOs, 
floating in a public pool. 

"We're seeing a lot of activity flooding in from foreign 
devices," he said continuing his train of thought from before 
I'd interrupted to ask about Hummingbird, "they look like 
attacks from other countries aimed at banks, corporations, 
the US military, and government agencies...So far, the 
military and certain intelligence agencies are the only 
organizations with the wherewithal to even begin to defend 
themselves because they're the only ones who attempt to 
take security seriously. The audacity of these other 
governments trying to kick us while we're down is just 
beyond comprehension and there's a contingent of Burners 
raring for a fight with them. A few Burners have some other 
scores to settle and are targeting specific organizations. 
We've got people willing to wrestle the beasts and if you can 
be our lure, give the bastards something to chase, distract 
them, Laura, we're ready to go all in." 

"I'm game, but what can I do? It's all taken on a life of its 
own. I doubt anyone is even checking Carnyx's Hisser feed 
anymore." 

"Oh, they're checking it. A Burner in Canada is tasked 
with monitoring Hisser for activity surrounding Carnyx's 
account - you know, who checks it, who follows it, if there 
are internal conversations about deactivating it, etc. That 
account is the touchstone for this movement. If Carnyx 
keeps bringing the information rain, the people will continue 
to feel like there's a point, a path. Without a beacon, this 
will die. We have a plan. Max told you, didn't she?" 

"Well, I know you all had stages you thought this would 
go through and you had a plan to fill the vacuum if it 



worked. She and I talked a lot about how the Burners vision 
fit against my original one. I'd hoped, before ever meeting 
her, that I'd be able to expose all the corruption and 
motivate people to demand their rights back, but then it was 
obvious that my little plan paled in comparison to what you 
all could do and I just became a minor player on the chess 
board. Don't get me wrong. I'm fine with that, but did I 
research the list of people you all chose to put forward to 
take command while new elections were organized? No. 
Did I study in detail the analysis you all did on the effects of 
a majority of the country going on Strike? No. I've got the 
general gist of it, but I don't know to the penny how much 
our GDP is going to drop each month until the resignations 
begin." 

"That's fine," replied Kurt. "You don't need to know the 
minutia, what you need to know is this... You should 
probably start researching the list of suggestions we've 
created to propose as interim replacements for resigning 
government officials, we're going to need you to be 
comfortable with them before posting about them. This is 
going to get very real, very quickly if the rest of the 
dominoes fall." 

"Okay, I'll get on it. But two questions - am I still going 
home on the 26*^ 3nc| js jt safe to just look up those names 
online if Duke is out there scouring the internet looking for 
clues and hints? I imagine these people aren't random 
nobodies, they must be big enough names that people will 
recognize and feel comforted by the thought of them 
leading us out of this, but also big enough that people like 
Duke are monitoring them to see if they are behind this - 
putting their names into a search engine may draw attention 
to this house, to Giles, to the phones connected to nearby 
towers...You know how this goes." 

"I've got this," piped up Giles who'd finished washing all 
the dishes and had been leaning up against his granite 
topped island watching Kurt and I talk. 

"You've got what?" I asked, confused. 



“I've got binders," he said walking out of the kitchen. 

"Am I supposed to follow him?" I asked Kurt with an 
eyebrow that said, You're going to have to explain this guy 
to me someday 

"I would," said Kurt with a chuckle. 

Kurt and I walked out of the kitchen, across the living 
room, and down a hall leading to a room one might call an 
office due to the ornately carved, antique wooden desk 
occupying a third of it. One might also call it a library for all 
the books lining three of the four walls. Still others might 
call it the music room or the gallery for the guitars, antique 
radios, and paintings scattered about. 

Giles stood behind his desk, facing the only wall not 
covered with books, pulling binders from a hole in wall that 
had been hidden behind an oil painting of a tree, the trunk 
of which was a bark encrusted acoustic guitar held in the 
ground by its strings hanging from its bridge and taking 
root. 

Like a schoolboy who just turned in a homework project 
he'd been working on for months, he proudly handed me 
three plastic three-ring binders - one green, one purple, and 
one white. I tipped them to the side to read their spines: 
Judicial, Legislative, Executive...One binder for each branch 
of the Federal government we expected to resign and purge 
itself. 

"It might take six months or more to organize a full-blown 
election and seat a new government. Max tasked me with 
finding a group of people to compile a list of possible interim 
leaders and judges to hold us together until the people had 
an opportunity to choose new, untainted, uncorrupted, 
unowned elected officials. The plan is to propose that these 
interim leaders would have all the powers vested in elected 
officials, but also be answerable to a committee of civilians 
to be selected from this binder," he said handing me fourth 
binder, this time a red one. 

"So you kept yourself a master copy?" asked Kurt looking 
over my shoulder. 



“Of course I did! Did you think I'd do all that research 
and r?of keep a copy?" 

“You've seen these before?" I asked Kurt as I carried my 
colorful new friends to a mahogany card table set up under a 
window. 

“I'm surprised you haven't. Max has had her copy for 
months. She and Lu were charged with copying them and 
sending them to all the other Burners for feedback," he 
replied. “Do you have the final version?" he asked Giles. 

“Of course I do. Who do you think everyone sent their 
edits to?" replied Giles with an eye roll. 

“So this is just federal level?" I asked flipping through the 
Legislative binder and absorbing the sections marked by 
colored tabs - Senators To Resign, Senators To Remain, 
House To Resign, House To Remain, Interim Senator 
Suggestions, Interim House Suggestions. Within the 
Suggestion sections were dozens of single page reports 
containing a photograph of the individual attached to a 
personal and professional resume. “What's going to happen 
at the state level do you suppose?" I asked thinking out 
loud. 

“The idea is to get our federal house in order and hope 
the rest of the pieces fall into place either by way of 
individuals and agencies and organizations self-correcting 
out of fear of being taken down, or by being torn up and 
reorganized by a newly elected government," said Kurt. “It's 
my global domino theory," he continued. 

“Yeah, well, there's always some asshole who tries to 
pluck out a few dominos to keep the rest from falling - what 
are we going to do about that guy?” I asked changing to the 
Judicial binder and beginning to read the background file on 
the first of fifteen suggestions for replacing the Supremes. 

“That's the beautiful thing about Hummingbird - it's 
perched on every branch of the internet. We'll know when 
we start losing momentum in any particular area and be 
able to pinpoint individuals conspiring to block us. Even if 
they go off the grid, they're still easy to track - hell, just by 



going off the grid they stick out like sore thumbs and 
become easier to identify, then it's just a matter of using 
Hummingbird to access license plate readers, facial 
recognition systems, flight trackers, and banking 
transactions to see where they go and with whom they 
interact," said Kurt. 

"It's beautifully twisted, isn't it?" asked Giles from the 
chair across from me at the small hexagon-shaped table. 

"What is?" I asked putting down a binder and trying to 
grasp his meaning. 

"The same people who created a monster to track and 
manipulate every human being on earth, now can't hide 
from their own golem. People like us," he said taking my 
hand to inspect my Hexensteine bracelet, "who already 
communicated beneath the noise, are safe in our ancient 
silence," he said while reaching for the cord holding my 
pendant made from the Scrying Silver, Spirit Stone, and 
Cruth-atharraich, "all the while, we whisper to their monster 
and send it after its own creators who have nowhere to hide, 
because they're creating a trail of screams to follow...Why 
do these glow?" 

"You can see a glow?" I asked intrigued and nervous at 
the same time. 

"What glow? What the hell are you two talking about?" 
asked a confused Kurt. 

"Oh nothing," I said pulling my hand away from his grasp 
as he let the pendant fall. "They must just be shining in the 
sunlight," I said shooting Giles a look that said. Shut the 
fuck up! 

"That must be it," he said reading my hostility and not 
quite understanding why he was afraid of it. "So, yeah, read 
the files in these binders and we'll talk about the next 
steps," he said changing the subject, but I could tell he 
wasn't done with his questions about The Orb pieces. 

"I think it's probably a good idea for you to leave as 
planned for Scotland. Right now. Max is busy poking the 
bear and it's my understanding she's going to have 



assignments for you that require you to get back on the 
road. We'll keep you busy for the next two days, but it'll 
probably be good to move you to another continent - keep 
Duke chasing shadows," said Kurt. 

"Oh joy, well I guess I better get reading then since I 
won't be taking these babies on the road with me." 

The guys left me to my reading. My brain was whirling 
too fast to focus on the words on the page in front of me. 
This all might actually work. Fuck! This might actually 
work! But Duke! Giles sees the glow too! Max has more jobs 
for me? Every intelligence agency and law enforcement 
department must be rabid with motivation to find Carnyx 
right now. And Duke! Gee-zus! Is this what it feels like 
when they tighten the straps of a straight-jacket? "Ah fuck 
it," I said out loud and forced myself to focus. 

An hour later, I emerged from the room and padded my 
way into the kitchen where I found Kurt and Giles hunkered 
intently over a laptop sitting on the breakfast table. 

"What's the poop, Guys?" I asked as I set the binders on 
the island, startling them out of their intent concentration. 

"Good Christ, Laura," said Kurt closing the lid of his 
laptop. "You scared the crap out of me!" 

"Sorry. What's going on, you both looked intense." 

"Teachers have joined the striking students. It's growing 
exponentially. The military Strike has spread to European 
countries - military personnel in the UK, France, and 
Germany are joining the Strike..." said Kurt. 

"Wait, American personnel or European soldiers?" I asked 
leaning against the island. 

"European military members have gone on Strike. 
They've declared their support for American military 
members and demanded change from their own 
governments as it relates to their issues within their own 
countries," said Giles walking to the fridge and opening the 
door. 

"And teachers?" I asked. 



“Yeah, teachers have joined students outside corporations 
and executives' homes," said Kurt. 

"College professors?" I asked. 

"College teachers, high school teachers, elementary 
teachers - they're all coming out of the woodwork declaring 
their intention to Strike with the students who are Striking 
once the school year starts if their education demands aren't 
met," said Kurt. 

"Have they produced actual demands?" I asked watching 
Giles pull leftovers from the fridge and set them on the 
counter. 

"They've taken inspiration from Carnyx Demand posts 
and put together various lists in each of their small groups 
which they're sharing on Hisser. It's really fascinating to 
watch - they're using Hisser to organize meetings in person 
and over video chat, you can see the born leaders stepping 
up and taking command while the inevitable trolls get 
ignored and shunned by the group as it coalesces," said 
Kurt. 

"I'd bet that by this time tomorrow European students 
and teachers are joining the movement too," said Giles 
throwing tinfoil wrapped garlic bread into the oven and 
setting a temperature. 

"I wish I could talk to Jesse right now - he must be 
climbing the walls with nervous excitement," I said. 

"You can call him, or text him, or even Jinn him...there's 
no reason you can't use your phone here," said Kurt. 

"I guess I could send him a message in Jinn, but there's 
just so much to tell him, it's so hard to type it all and calling 
him, well, if the NSA wasn't listening to every single phone 
call before, they sure as hell are now," I said. 

"Yeah, you're probably right on that account," chuckled 
Kurt. "But that won't be a worry for long," he said with a 
wink. 

"Seriously? You guys have the power to get into their 
systems?" I asked. 



“Probably not all of them, some won't be on the internet. 
And we're less concerned with what the intelligence 
community is eavesdropping on and more worried about 
what Augustine and Taibhsear and Duke and the like are 
doing. But we're in all the wireless carriers and VOIP 
providers, and we've automated an SS7 interception 
system...'' 

“You've automated a what??'' I interrupted. 

“SS7, it stands for Signaling System 7, it's the network 
that allows for all phone communications. And it's about as 
secure as a moth-eaten sweater in your granny's attic. We 
glean from it what we can. We watch email 
communications. And we watch text messaging 
communications." 

“I thought texts were encrypted," I said, confused as 
usual. 

“You've got to think of texts in two separate ways - 
traditional texts like SMS or MMS..." 

“Oh good grief, more initials?" 

“SMS is short message service, MMS is multimedia 
messaging service. They're both the kinds of text messages 
you used to send on your old flip-phones in the '90s. Now 
some companies offer apps - iMessage, Signal...they're 
applications within which you can send messages. SMS and 
MMS messages aren't encrypted, and usually they're stored 
by service providers. Messages sent through iMessage and 
Signal are encrypted and not automatically stored on 
provider servers - customers can choose to automatically 
upload their iMessages to their iCIoud if they want. You 
following me?" 

“Sure..." 

“Texts sent to Android phones outside of encrypted apps 
are readable when you're us because we're inside the 
wireless providers systems. And while we can't read the 
messages sent between most messaging app users, we can 
at least see with whom they communicate because we can 



see that certain cell phone numbers are communicating and 
match those numbers to user accounts.” 

”Fer fuck's sake - remember when we all used to just 
write letters, pass notes, and hang out in coffee shops to 
debate the best Prince song??? What is it with scientists? 
Why do they always invent horrible things with no thought 
to the end result? Nuclear bombs?? Sure, let's build those 
and figure out later how they'll affect humanity. Cloning and 
gene editing on embryos - yup, let's get right on that, who 
cares if it results in pain and death. Software! YES! Let's 
automate everything! Let's record every movement and 
every communication of our citizens - how could that be 
used horribly? Let's let thirty-something white frat boys 
program software to screen out people worthy of jobs and 
health insurance - what could go wrong? It's not like they 
would write software that discriminates against people with 
dark skin or internal sex organs! Silicon Valley is a paragon 
of virtue and equality - not a bunch of douches in Teslas!” I 
ranted. 

Kurt tried to reason with me, saying, "Matches, the 
combustion engine, computers - they're not inherently evil, 
they can be used for evil. It's up to us to control the 
technology, not the other way around.” 

"There were points in time where we let certain 
technologies take over our lives because insatiable 
leviathans convinced politicians and consumers that the 
technology was needed'. That they would make lives easier 
and give people more free time. They lied to make money. 
Period. Bring back the 20^^ Century when people still fought 
back against corruption, abuse of power, and theft of civil 
rights...” 

"Those were the days,” sang Giles in his best Archie 
Bunker as he delivered a pitcher of iced tea to the table. 

"What? I'm a bigot because I'm sick of assholes calling 
the shots. Are we really so pussified that we can't despise 
anyone, even the vilest human beings? We've just got to 
live and let live so Trottel and the scumbags who buy up 



land and companies, suck them dry, and leave behind toxic 
land and broken people can get their freak on???” I growled, 
raring for a fight, while pouring tea into the three glasses 
sitting on the table. 

"You're a feisty one, aren't you?” he replied smiling and 
throwing up his hands in surrender. "Sometimes I forget 
what an ass Archie was and the rest of the lyrics of that 
song...I've appropriated it for Gen X, I'm redefining it, as a 
matter of fact. I'm re-writing the lyrics in my head right 
now... Oh the way that Blondie played. Songs that rocked 
will never fade. Kids like us, we had It made... 

THOSE WERE THE DAYS!! The three of us sang loudly 
together and raised our glasses of iced tea and laughing. 


July 24, 2017 
The White House 
9 a.m. 


"WHAT THE HELL IS HAPPENING???” bellowed Trottel in 
the center of the Oval Office. 

The staffers and cabinet members around him visibly 
flinched at his fury. 

"I WANT THOSE FUCKING SOLDIERS OFF THE STREETS!!! 
THIS IS MAKING ME LOOK BAD!! AND GET THOSE GOD 
DAMN KIDS LOCKED UP!” he hollered and slammed his fist 
down on the Resolute Desk as he sat down. 

Some in the room stifled a chuckle at the fact his pudgy 
little fist didn't create a sound louder than a weak splat as it 
made contact with the wood. 

"Sir,” began the Secretary of Defense, "there's not much 
we can do at this point.” 

"What are you talking about - get out there, arrest them 
and throw them in jail for not obeying me! I'm their 
commander! If I tell them to live in mold infested slums and 
eat sewage for dinner, they damn well better do it! And 
those stupid kids - they can't just sit outside people's homes 



and businesses like that!” yelled Trottel, spewing tiny bits of 
saliva everywhere. 

"Well, Sir, I think that's part of the problem. The military 
has been told for too long to accept poor living conditions, 
low pay, endless war, and grotesquely inadequate medical 
support. And frankly Sir, those student and teachers are 
protesting on public property. Even if we wanted to, even if 
it was legal, we can't possibly arrest them all. There are too 
many. We don't have the resources to even consider 
removing them much less locking them up, and frankly Sir, 
they aren't wrong in their demands.” 

"Get out!” shouted Trottel at his Secretary of Defense. 
"You're fired!” 

"Thank you. Sir,” said the Secretary who stood and 
collected his small pile of files and a cell phone. He handed 
them to his aide and said loud enough for everyone to hear, 
"I've already removed my personal items from my office, 
please see to it that these items are secured according to 
protocol. If you need to reach me, you have my personal cell 
phone number or,” he continued as he turned to face 
President Trottel, "you can find me on the National Mall, 
Striking with my brothers- and sisters-in-arms at the World 
War II Memorial.” 

He strode from the room ready to enlist in the Second 
American Revolution. 

Trottel turned his fury on the Director of National 
Intelligence. "Have you discovered what happened to 
Welman? I want him brought to me in chains! How dare he 
betray me like that! Why hasn't the FBI locked up all these 
students and their hippie teachers?” 

"Sir, we have not been able to locate Agent Yamato. We 
have been keeping an eye on his brother-in-law. Agent 
Abraham, but there has been no contact between the two 
and no indication that they conspired together to obtain and 
release the footage in question. As to the FBI arresting 
students and teachers - it's like the Secretary of Defense 



said, no one is breaking the law and even if they were, we 
don't have the resources to arrest them all," replied the DNI. 

"That's unacceptable. If I say someone has broken the 
law, that's it, they're criminals. I want those students out 
from in front of my donor's homes! And where is Welman's 
family - his wife and kids? Round them up and throw them 
in whatever dungeon we use for bad guys. I want them 
water boarded until they tell you where Welman is!" 

"Surely you don't mean that. Sir," said the DNI looking 
around at the horrified expressions on the faces of the 
people in the room who had just witnessed the President 
suggesting torturing children. "We can't torture children 
and it's possible Mrs. Yamato knew nothing of what her 
husband did, but in any case, the entire family has 
disappeared, so even if you could find someone to commit 
that kind of atrocity, they have become ghosts," said the 
DNI allowing his disgust to boil over into his words. 

"Then you know what? You're fired too!" shouted Trottel. 
"Are all of you stupid and disloyal? I'm the President. What I 
say goes. If none of you can stomach that then there's the 
door!" he said pointing his finger to the door the Secretary 
of Defense had exited through minutes before. 

Half of his Cabinet rose from their seats and followed the 
DNI out the door, leaving folders and phones sitting on the 
oval coffee table surrounded by two sofas and a handful of 
chairs. 

"Well, now I know who I can trust," said Trottel sitting 
down on a sofa next to his Secretary of Education. "We need 
to figure out how we're going to fill the spots of the people 
who just left with people like you. Who has suggestions?" 

The room filled with the chatter of Cabinet members 
trying to suggest names, while aides huddled against the 
walls, frantically trying to reach deputy secretaries and 
directors and alert them to what had just happened. 

"Fine, fine," said Trottel breaking up the hum of 
discussion. "Everyone go. Have your suggestions sent to 



my Chief of Staff. And someone get my son-in-law in here!” 
he commanded. 

The room emptied through one door of the Oval Office as 
Trottel's son-in-law entered through the door that connected 
to the Chief of Staff's office. 

"God Dammit, Daryl! This is out of control now. I can't 
get people to do what I tell them. The military is on Strike, 
the loser students and their dumb teachers say they won't 
go to school next month. No one can seem to get the 
internet systems back up and running at the IRS, or the 
stock markets here or in the UK. Duke has nothing on 
Carnyx. Have you told him to start looking for Welman too?” 
demanded Trottel. 

"Yes. Duke is active on many fronts. But he doesn't have 
any leads yet.” 

"How is that possible? People don't just disappear. They 
have to buy things and use phones. Hasn't he had to use 
his credit cards? How are we not tracing him by his cell 
phone?” 

"Well, he probably destroyed his phones or left them at 
his home. And he's probably using cash and avoiding hotels 
and large cities with facial recognition systems and license 
plate readers - hell, he's probably running with fake plates 
or paper dealer plates. As long as he blends in and lays low 
he could be invisible for years.” 

"Who still uses cash? What kind of loser is he?” asked 
Trottel indignant at the notion anyone would not be living off 
someone else's dime via loans and credit. 

"Some people do,” shrugged Daryl not wanting to have to 
explain to his father-in-law that not everyone viewed the 
world as their own personal investment bank. "Duke will 
find them all,” he said aloud while thinking to himself 
hopefully before it's too late. "So, I understand you have a 
few positions to fill on your Cabinet now? Maybe we should 
talk about that, I have some ideas on people who would be 
very willing to follow your orders with no push back,” he 



continued hoping to steer Trottel away from thinking 
anymore about striking citizens or disloyal employees. 

Daryl's instructions from the Republicans in the Senate 
were to keep Trottel from making hay out of silly protestors 
by posting about them or talking to the press about any of 
it. Congress was convinced that people would blow off some 
steam and go back to their daily grind once they realized 
the government had no intention of meeting their demands. 
It had been ten days already - surely people would give up 
and go back to their lives soon. Congress had decided to 
just ignore the situation and wait it out - “Let them protest 
and Strike, soon they'll realize they need to get back to work 
and school to pay the bills and put food on the table," the 
Speaker of the House had shouted over a glass of 30-year- 
old scotch to a room of his fellow Representatives. “It's their 
duty to have babies and keep the economy churning. 
They'll realize soon enough that we won't negotiate or be 
told what to do by them. We'll let them have their stupid 
protests and marches and “Strikes"," he said making air 
quotes. “And when they realize we won't do anything 
differently than we ever have, they'll give up like they 
always do and go home like good little bitches!" A few 
congress people had visibly been aghast at the Speaker's 
words, but kept their mouths shut and nodded along. 
Hundreds of congress members had been at this game for 
decades - if they were sure this would pass, who were the 
handful of newbies still clutching their ethics pearls to 
argue? 

Daryl had been given his orders. He was to handle 
Trottel. Keep him focused on anything other than enflaming 
the citizens and adding oxygen to their stupid Strike. 

Luckily Trottel was easily distracted by the thought of 
finally being surrounded by people who would stop 
disagreeing with him and settled back in his chair to hear 
the names Daryl rattled off. 



Northern Minnesota 
July 24 th, 2017 
6:30 a.m. 

“The girls are still sleeping," said Welman sliding back 
into bed next to his wife who was sitting up listening to a 
battery powered radio perched on her stomach and leaning 
against her upper legs. 

They'd driven straight through from Virginia to Minnesota 
and arrived the afternoon before. The drive was only 24 
hours, but with stops for gas and food and toilets it had 
taken thirty. 

They'd unloaded the car, set up the beds, explored the 
cabin a bit, and made a list of things they'd need to buy, 
before crashing at 6 p.m.. 

Now, twelve hours later, with the kids still zonked out, 
Welman and Honor were finally able to catch up on the news 
out of earshot of the kids. 

“This is unreal! The entire military is on Strike and 
university students and teachers have declared they're not 
going back to classes until their demands are met," she said 
practically vibrating with anxiety and excitement. 

“Has anyone said anything about the tapes?" Welman 
asked. 

“Yeah, it seems that they were the final straw for a lot of 
the teachers. The military and students had already decided 
to Strike, but the teachers joined them after the videos. 
They were saying that proof of Trottel's lies and his 
willingness to trample the Constitution was just too much. 
They're saying that Congress is a bunch of corrupt wimps. 
The media is wondering why the White House and Congress 
haven't addressed anything. It's like they hope the problem 
will just go away if they ignore it. The media is also 
wondering which shoe might drop next - who will go on 
Strike next?" 

“It'll be kind of hard to blame all THIS on Rasar, won't it? 
The entire military can't be on his payroll, can they?" 



Welman chuckled, referring to the billionaire hedge fund 
manager the GOP was framing as a 21^* Century Rasputin 

When we come back - reactions from Trottel supporters, 
said the voice on the radio. 

“Oh this ought to be fantastic," said Welman shoving 
another pillow behind his head to get more comfortable. 

His wife handed him the radio, flipped back the covers, 
and swung her feet to the floor. “You have fun with that," 
she said as she stood and stretched. “I'm going to go enjoy 
the sunrise, the view from the side porch over the pond must 
be amazing." 

“The view from right here is my favorite," said Welman 
appreciating his wife's backside with an impish smile. 

Raising a middle finger, his wife padded off down the 
short hall towards the front door of their cabin. 

The land had been in Welman's mom's family since 
before Minnesota had been a territory. Some uncle, deep in 
the family tree, had taken his share of the family fortune 
made from trading slaves, rum, sugar, cotton, and textiles 
back and forth across the Atlantic, and run off to the west. 
Details were sketchy and the land had been back and forth 
between Canada and Minnesota a few times, but somehow a 
deed, based on a legitimate survey done in the late 19 *^ 
century, had been recorded and the land, held in a trust 
executed by an LLC, had been mysteriously gifted to 
Welman's mom shortly after her marriage. The note that 
accompanied the paperwork for the land included a note 
that read simply - rebels always need a refuge. Welman's 
parents had built the small cabin and created an oasis of 
self-sufficiency just in case, they always said. They'd shared 
the location of the cabin with their only child when he was in 
his twenties and showed him how to maintain the generator, 
grow seedlings inside the warm southern sunroom, and seal 
up holes to keep critters out. It had been an unspoken rule 
to keep the location of the cabin a secret. No one ever 
talked about why, no one really new why, it just gave them 



all a sense of comfort to know it was there and that no one 
else did. 

With Welman's parents gone, he'd been the only one who 
knew the location of the cabin...he'd even kept it from Honor 
until the moment they'd arrived. He'd not hired a new 
caretaker after the last one retired a couple of years before, 
so the place was in need of a bit of TLC, but that would keep 
him. Honor, and the kids plenty busy until it was safe to go 
back home - or it will become home, he thought to himself 
as he listened to commercials on the AM station. 

We're back and taking calls from listeners opposed to the 
Strikers. We want to hear what you think! 

Welman listened for ten whole minutes to ignorant 
sheeple drone on about “respecting the president no matter 
what", “Strikers are just paid protestors", and how “these 
paid Strikers should be ashamed of themselves for putting 
the country, their educations, and their careers in jeopardy 
over “nothing burgers" like fake files and doctored videos", 
before turning off the radio in disgust and getting up to join 
his wife on the porch. 

They sat in silence watching the sun rise. Each was lost 
in their own thoughts, but if they'd spoken they'd have 
known they were having the exact same conversation within 
their own heads - How did we get here? When did 
Americans decide that we were declaring war on everything 
and everyone? When did we decide that we needed a war 
on drugs and that we were entitled to control all the 
resources in the universe? How do we raise people in this 
country to hate just based on skin color, religion, or gender? 
How do people not question anything anymore? Why do 
they Just blindly accept that we need to lock up tens of 
thousands of people for dealing "illegal" drugs, while 
doctors, pharmacists, restaurants, and liquor stores make 
billions as middlemen for drug companies and alcohol 
manufacturers? Do they not teach they word "hypocrisy" in 
school? Maybe if Shakespeare - whomever the hell he really 
was - had included the word in a play, high schoolers would 



at least be required to define the word for one of their two 
dozen standardized tests, because they sure as hell aren't 
grasping the concept of the word from analyzing the plays! 
The Age of Reason died in the 19^^^ century and all we've 
done since is fight wars for greedy sociopaths and get fatter 
and dumber. 

“So...breakfast?” asked Welman turning to his wife. 

”Yup, let's eat something and get organized. We're going 
to have to figure out how to stock up on supplies and live up 
here for a while,” she said wanting to do anything other than 
wallow in the madness of /70wand why 


July 24 th, 2017 
Nashville, Tennessee 
10 a.m. 

"Oh for the love of grease fires!!!” shouted Kurt from 
somewhere downstairs. 

I put down the stack of clothes I was rearranging in my 
suitcase as I tried to get ready to head out and continue my 
trek to North Carolina and hurried downstairs. 

I ran into Giles strolling casually down the hall from his 
library/study/office room. 

I raised an eyebrow, silently asking What the hell? 

He just shrugged and I fell in behind him as we walked 
towards the source of Kurt's voice. 

"Some people are too stupid to live! They should just be 
locked up for their own safety and the safety of the general 
public!” he said gesturing at the television over the 
breakfast table. 

One of the seventy-five bazillion "news” channels was 
airing "interviews” with various "experts” and "real people” 
to get their reactions to the Strikes being carried out by 
members of the military, students, and teachers. The panels 



of “DC influencers", “White House insiders", “provocateurs", 
and self-professed authorities on topics ranging from 
gender-specific bathrooms to open-carry teachers - all of 
whom touted such lauded credentials as Certified Hisser 
accounts with over twenty-thousand followers they bought 
and having gone to university with the brother of the dentist 
of some celebrity who married a woman famous for 
squatting over steaming cups of tea, announced “This Strike 
is un-American, it's traitorous, it's disrespectful to the 
president. It's anarchy. It's just stupid Democrats being 
paid by Rasar to put on a show. Anyone who joins this Strike 
deserves to be locked up and have the key thrown away. It's 
just sour grapes! A big bunch of whiners playing victims 
because they're too lazy to get real jobs and want to blame 
everyone for their lot in life." 

“Where did they find these people? Hipsters-R-Us at the 
corner of Harvard and Avocado Toast after a quick drive up 
to the casino to pick up the Boomers dropping their Social 
Security checks into the slot machines???" roared Kurt. “It's 
like they're so far up their own asses they don't realize that 
this Strike isn't even about Republicans versus Democrats - 
the Strikers equally hate both. These socket-wrenches think 
it's all an attack on Trottel and his clown posse. Is there not 
one person in media with two brain cells to rub together who 
can explain that perhaps this Strike is about the whole 
bloody circus? Congress, the Supreme Court, the political 
party machines, lobbyists, profit whore corporate executives, 
the public-school administration mafia, religions that scorch 
the earth with their hatred and lies...I just can't believe we 
all live amongst this much MORON!" 

“Dude! You have GOT to walk away. This is a handful of 
desperate people trying to make money off the moment," I 
said taking away the TV remote and changing the channel. 
“Look at the masses of people who do get it," I said as I 
found a channel running footage of military Strikers 
standing, in uniform, at attention, outside Marine Corp Air 



station Miramar in San Diego. 'There are more of us than 
them. In every revolution there are always the ignorant 
chicken-shits who aren't bold enough to stand up for their 
own rights or who are so sad and pathetic they actually 
believe what politicians tell them - they ride along on the 
coat tails of people like us and our rebellious forbearers. Let 
them wallow about in the muck of their ignorance. Let them 
fight for the ability to slave away in coal mines and die too 
young. You can't change their minds. Focus on the people 
who get it, talk to the people who want to listen and maybe 
learn and join the conversation to move things forward... 
leave these losers in the dust," I said taking turning off the 
TV and setting the remote on the kitchen island. 

"Here, here!" said Giles clapping and wearing a devilish 
grin as he leaned against the wall under the arch that led 
from kitchen to living room. "You might also be heartened to 
hear Max is up to some of her tricks again. Those purveyors 
of whipped air and closet monsters are going to find getting 
on the air very challenging, very soon," he said as he 
pushed himself off the wall and walked into the living room. 

I looked at Kurt. "Are we supposed to follow him?" 

"Probably," he replied looking tired. 

We found Giles in the living room sitting at his piano 
tapping the keys ever so lightly, the sound coming from the 
dark green lacquered baby grand sounded like tiny wind 
chimes being blown about by butterfly wings. 

Kurt and I sat down on opposite couches. Kurt leaned his 
head back and closed his eyes. I gave him a minute to reset 
before asking, "Is there more?" 

"I thought you'd never ask," said Giles excitedly turning 
around on his bench set in front of the piano. 

All I could do was laugh; he was so excited. Even Kurt 
perked up at the exuberance in Giles's voice. 

"For the love of grits, do go on!" said Kurt leaning forward 
and gesturing the international sign for "aaaannnndddd". 

"Well, it seems our very own Hot Rod Henrietta is hell 
bent on serving a little just desserts now that the main 



course has been delivered. Some faction of Burners will be 
taking down certain “information outlets",“ he said using air 
quotes. “And yet another division is after something more 
personal - a little payback for Aaron Swartz." 

Kurt smiled, crossed his arms, and settled back into his 
couch cushions letting the information wash over him like a 
warm, honeysuckle scented breeze. 

“Alrighty boys, who's going to translate for Abacus Girl 
over here," I said waving my hand in the air. “I know who 
Aaron was and all, but I'm gonna need more information 
before I look as pleased as Kurt over here." 

“Do you mind?" asked Giles of Kurt. 

“By all means my good man, relieve the lady of her 
ignorance," replied Kurt with a grin, apparently giving Giles 
leave to enlighten me. 

“How would you define “information outlets"?" he asked. 

“Dedicated news channels, news shows on other 
broadcast channels, I dunno," I said wary of the sudden 
quiz-like nature of the discussion. 

“Yes, those are in the category, as are print media, 
internet-based news providers, and for our proposes, certain 
social media platforms - one in particular," he said with a 
wink. 

“You're taking down Cliquer?" I asked as my brain did the 
math. 

“Yes Ma'am. Within the next few hours Cliquer, certain 
broadcast channels, print media, and web-based news 
outlets are going dark. We can't keep printed material from 
going out if the providers are able to roll old school, but web 
pages for dozens of companies are going to disappear. 
We're going to control who disseminates information, we're 
going to see to it that only those journalists who have a 
history of fair, well researched, unbiased, intelligently 
argued analysis get heard for a little while. The internet and 
television is going to get a lot quieter." 

“Okay, I get that bit now, but what was that about 
Aaron?" 



“Well, that's a special project. Instead of taking down 
JSTOR, we're opening it up to everyone. We're locking out 
the people who make money off of publically funded 
research by putting it behind paywalls and opening it up to 
everyone with an internet connection. We've taken control 
of the servers where all the data is stored and seen to it that, 
at least until someone gets to the servers and unplugs them 
all, no one will be required to so much as create a user name 
to access decades of research and journals created by the 
mostly public-funded academic community.'' 

“But let's say the JSTOR people do drive out to wherever 
their files are hosted and just pull the servers out of spite 
and toss them in the trunks of their Jags and G-Wagons - 
then what?" I asked wondering what would happen to all 
that data if the current owners were locked out and the Wick 
Burners no longer had access. 

“Not to worry, for we have made copiesV he said with 
glee. “We've had access to JSTOR for a long time now, it was 
one of the first places we grabbed onto after Hummingbird. 
We've been copying files and storing them on servers in 
other countries for over a year - little bits here and there, 
using credentials of different people...nothing obvious. The 
initial plan was to set up a new service out of reach of 
American laws - and we can still do that, we'll even be able 
to update it now that were burrowed into the systems where 
the research originates and where the journals store their 
submissions, but maybe this Strike will mean things will 
work out differently," he said with a shrug as the murkiness 
of the future let some of the wind out of his sails. “But we 
have a special gift for the prosecutor who drove Aaron to 
suicide just to score political points," he said perking up 
again. 

“Oh good grief! Do I even want to know?" I asked. 

“Probably not. But I'll tell you anyway," he said as he 
walked over and whispered in my ear. 



Chapter XLII 


July 25 th, 2017 
Nashville, Tennessee 
6:30 a.m. 

The lyrics to John Denver's song Leaving on a Jet Plane 
played in my head as I checked my bags were packed and 
confirmed I was ready to go. 

I opened the bedroom door slowly and listened to the 
house to check for signs of life. The scent of toasting bagels 
and coffee laughed in my face - Of course they're up, it said 
as I lifted my bags and carried them downstairs. 

I parked my bags by the front door and walked into the 
kitchen filled only with the sounds of cutlery tinking on 
ceramic dishes and the voices of news readers. 

"Yes, that's right Nancy. Our sources tell us Cliquer, 
Humblebragg, Rudock News, The New York Eagle, and 
dozens of smaller traditional and social media providers 
have gone completely dark. No one has indicated when 
they expect systems to be back up. The New York Eagle 
was still able to get out a print version overnight, but I 
imagine they will be scrambling to fill subsequent 
editions..." said a reporter standing outside the Eagle's New 
York offices. 

"I imagine they're scouring the basement of that building 
for dusty typewriters and praying for ribbons that work," 
interrupted Nancy's co-host eliciting a chuckle from my 
breakfastmates. 

“Why did you guys shut down the Eagle?" I asked 
opening the fridge. 

“Simply put, they pissed us off. They're the single most 
responsible news source for giving life to the Trottel 
administration. They're the flag ship of American news and 



they pick and choose their stories based on nothing more 
than ad money,” Kurt answered from the breakfast table as I 
closed the fridge door after not finding the bagels. "During 
the campaign, if Trottel so much as burped, they analyzed 
what kind of ketchup he ate on his macaroni and cheese and 
what that might mean. They had a responsibility to report 
facts, investigate - and instead they went for bullshit and 
fluff. And between campaigns, they're nothing but the 
personal scribes for the White House, Congress, and 
lobbyists. Their moto - All the printable news, all the time - 
is a joke, they'll print anything as long as it's what political 
aides "leak” to them, or public relations firms send them in 
press releases. They're so busy brown-nosing CEOs and 
government parasites, they wouldn't know a real story if it 
whacked them in the balls! They bill themselves as the best 
and brightest, but they've lost any credibility. It's time for 
real journalists to be given an opportunity to shine and to do 
that the Eagle needed to stop stealing all the light,” he said 
as I filled a kettle with water, set it to boil, unwrapped a tea 
bag and set it in a mug taken from a cabinet next to the 
microwave. 

"What about the Washington Mast?” I asked opening a 
brown paper bag on the island and finding it full of bagels. 

"Oh, they're on our radar too, but for now we're letting 
them be. We're clearing a path for other journalists to be 
heard - if the Mast wants to get a clue, we'll leave them 
alone, otherwise they can start looking for carbon paper, 
typewriters, and ink ribbon like the Eagle,” replied Kurt. 

"And Cliquer? What about freedom of speech?” I asked 
slicing a bagel. "If you shut them down don't you just open 
yourself up to accusations of stifling speech?” I asked 
popping it in the toaster and pressing the lever to turn it on. 

Giles chuckled into his mug as Kurt's face contorted in 
confusion and rage. Sensing I'd stepped on a land mine, I 
said, "Not from me! I'm just saying that's what everyone's 
argument is whenever a politician blocks someone on social 



media or a university refuses to allow someone to speak as a 
guest of a school club.” 

Kurt's face relaxed back to normal and he said, "Yeah,” he 
said, staring into his coffee, "they've really corrupted the 
concept of free speech. Sure, you're free to say whatever 
you want, but that doesn't mean you can do it anywhere you 
want and it doesn't mean people have to listen! Cliquer has 
made their bed - they sell private user information to 
Augustine Survey, marketing firms, credit bureaus, 
employment screening companies, and any stalker who 
wants it; plus, they have made it very clear that they 
consider lies and half-truths to be protected "free speech”. 
They made a business decision to allow people to spread 
falsehoods about political candidates, businesses, and 
individuals because it means eyeballs on their platform. 
They let high-value accountholders like politicians and 
celebrities spread conspiracy theories and half-baked stories 
that destroy lives and cause pain to grieving families, all for 
money. If someone wants to whine about Cliquer being 
silenced so that facts and truth have a greater chance of 
being heard - let 'em whine! They can do it on another less- 
frequented platform or they can rage impotently like the rest 
of us do when faced with idiots who think Newtown was a 
hoax and the Holocaust never happened,” he said, taking a 
big gulp of his coffee. 

"I can't process why people still flock to that site after all 
you've exposed about them. Do they really think trading 
their privacy and security is worth having the ability to stalk 
ex-lovers and post pathetic pleas for attention by way of 
selfies taken in bathroom mirrors?” I asked as my bagel 
halves popped up. "So, I assume JSTOR's been opened to 
everyone?” I continued before they had a chance to 
comment on my confusion over people who still use Cliquer. 

"Yeah, that won't get coverage because the population 
who cares about that could fit on a school bus, but to those 
it matters to - it's a day of reckoning and a day to celebrate 
and remember Aaron,” said Kurt pulling up the 



#AaronSwartz hashtag in Hisser and walking towards me 
showing me his phone. 

I took the phone from him and scrolled through the posts 
- “Justice for Aaron!" “Knowledge for All!" “Carnyx Pwns 
JSTOR!" read the posts attached to photos of Aaron, printed 
research downloaded from JSTOR, and people in bizarrely 
fascinating masks. 

“So Carnyx is getting the credit for this even though it's 
you guys?" I asked handing back the phone. 

“Secret societies don't remain secret if they try to take 
credit," said Giles from his spot at the table. 

“Fair enough," I said. “I just don't want to step on the 
toes of people who can do what you guys do," I said feeling 
a surge of adrenaline at the thought of pissing off people 
who, for all intents and purposes, do magic. 

“Not to worry. My Pretty," said Giles stirring his coffee and 
sounding a bit too much like the Wicked Witch of the West. 
“We won't send our flying monkeys after you. Probably." he 
said with a dark chuckle that made my innards clench. 

“Yeah, we kind of like having you around - you're like our 
own personal diversionary," replied Kurt changing an 
adjective to a noun. “We really should have gotten one of 
you earlier; it's nice to have a patsy," he said in a way that 
made me suddenly question my life choices. 

I was about to use the Thought Stone to read between 
their words, but I caught Giles watching me and decided not 
to draw attention to the Orb Pieces. / can use these 
anytime, I thought to myself drawing an ounce of comfort 
from the fact I could end them both with literally a thought. 

I put down my knife loaded with cream cheese, suddenly 
not hungry any more. 

“You should see your face," said Kurt laughing and giving 
me a side hug. “We'd never let anything happen to you! 
You're like our own personal Mary Magdalene - someone who 
rallied the troops, but who will be labeled a whore when the 
Lifetime movie comes out," he said and stuck his tongue 
out. 



“Jerk!” I said relaxing enough to compose myself and 
fling a knifeful of cream cheese at him as Giles laughed 
softly into his coffee mug. 

Over breakfast we discussed my next two days. I had less 
than forty-eight hours to get to my plane in North Carolina 
and I'd just been asked to do two things - not get caught by 
Duke's army and make a few posts to Carnyx's Hisser 
account along the way to give the Burners some additional 
cover as they took care of a couple more projects and 
continued to battle against system admins trying to regain 
control over organizations and reboot from their stored 
backups. I pictured a giant game of digital whack-a-mole - 
every time the IRS tried to reboot and restore from digital 
files stored off site and off line, a Wick Burner bonked him or 
her in the head with a virtual padded mallet. It gave me joy. 

They walked me to my car, each carrying a suitcase, 
while I toted my sippy cup full of tea, two canteens of water, 
a small duffel bag, and my messenger bag now containing a 
post-it with a list of subjects to post about and a list of 
names of journalists and titles of their articles. The Wick 
Burners had been tracking legit investigative writers for 
years and managed to befriend a few, bringing them, 
unknowingly, into the Wick Burners' orbit. Over the 
decades, these writers had contacted experts in their 
respective fields for quotes, education, and clarifications on 
stories they were pursuing - some of those experts 
happened to be Wick Burners who took note of intelligent, 
inquisitive citizens doing their part to inform the populace. 
These journalists didn't work for the New York Eagle, the 
Daily Mail, or CNN, they wrote for outlets that only the few, 
the truly curious, the informed choose to read. The Burners 
knew that if anyone was going to take the pieces of 
information Carnyx had been exposing and put them 
together into comprehensible stories, digestible by people 



anesthetized to corruption and abuse, and paralyzed by fear 
- it would be these few weavers of word tapestries. 

Someone, some Burner, had been tracking the stories 
written by these writers and gotten their articles and names 
to Kurt for my use. The stories explained in perfect detail 
the trail of diabolical misdeeds and corruption that led 
straight to many members of congress, a couple Supremes, 
and hundreds of investors, executives, and billionaires tied 
up in the strings of the marionettes they commanded. 
These were the stories the Eagle was being punished for 
ignoring - the stories that needed to be told for the good of 
the citizens of America, the UK, Germany, France, and 
others, but that were passed on because they'd piss off the 
Time's overlords or weren't as sexy as some story about the 
thirteenth woman with whom Trottel had cheated on his 
latest wife. 

I also had a password protected USB drive hidden in a 
tube of lip balm containing the list of names from the binder 
of proposed leaders to replace the current crop of parasitic 
ones draining our countries dry and infecting them with 
hatred and ignorance. 

“Is your Carnyx phone on?" asked Kurt as I set my 
messenger bag and cup of tea on the passenger seat. 

“No, I've been keeping everything off and locked up, 
especially in light of Duke's drag net," I replied walking to 
the back of the car and opening her hatch. 

“Well, turn it on and keep it on. We might need to 
contact you," he said. 

“Yeah, you mean track me to give something for Duke to 
chase if he gets onto your scent," I snapped, still not over 
his and Giles's little attempt at humor earlier. 

“This is going to be a thing, isn't it?" said Kurt looking 
hurt as I loaded a suitcase in the back. 

“Damn right, asshole! I know I'm the outsider here and 
you all have your little coder club - but if it wasn't for me 
you'd all be sitting around plotting DDoS attacks on game 



companies!” I said putting the second case and the duffel 
bag in the open hatch. 

"You're right. I'm sorry. It was stupid to say what I did.” 
said Kurt looking contrite. 

"Me too,” said Giles looking sincere. 

"It's probably partially my fault, you guys just freak me 
out. I don't understand ninety percent of what you do and I 
don't like the idea of some keyboard jockey riding 
roughshod all over my life. You people,” I spat out instead of 
using the term "hacker”, "need to stop terrorizing good 
people and start policing your own kind, dammit!” I 
snapped, slamming Luka's hatch shut and thinking of 
innocent people who'd been killed because some jerk who 
called himself a gamer or a hacker had sniped the wrong 
house. 

"Don't be mad at us. We were just treating you like we do 
the other Burners. Gallows humor seems to be in the DNA of 
our kind. You're one of us, always and forever,” said Giles 
taking my hands and staring into my eyes with the sincerity 
of a three-year-old. 

Kurt put his hands together in prayer, dramatically batted 
his eyelashes and pleaded, "Please forgive us.” 

"Oh, you dorks!” I said, yanking my hands from Giles's. 

"Someday, Kurt, your wife and I are gonna meet and it's 
gonna be curtains for you!” I said opening my driver's side 
door and flipping the seat forward to climb in the back. 

I exited a minute later holding my Carnyx phone and 
powering it up. "And Giles - well, we'll talk again soon,” I 
said mischievously enough to see it register in his eyes as a 
challenge. "Alright boys, I'm outta here,” I said climbing into 
my seat and putting my keys in the ignition. 

"Be safe. And don't forget to kill that phone at least fifty 
miles outside of where you're going to borrow someone's 
computer,” said Kurt closing my door. 

I shot Kurt at look like. Do / look new? 

"I look forward to our talk,” said Giles with a wink. 



I turned over Luka's engine, clicked my seatbelt, released 
her emergency brake, and rolled down the gravel drive 
waving out my window to the two men in my rearview 
mirror. 

Once I got onto eastbound 40, I turned on the radio and 
started scanning through broadcasts...Every station was 
running commentary on the enormity of the situation. 
“Experts" weighed in, disc jockeys interviewed callers-in 
from both sides of the Strike for America vs Strikers are un- 
American camps, and one local station decided to cleverly 
take advantage of the situation and program a “Striker's 
Playlist" they called it - at the moment they were playing 
Twisted Sister's We're Not Gonna Take It 

There was really nothing new happening - just a bunch of 
people pointing fingers and demanding answers from a 
government that had gone into hiding. The White House 
had refused to hold press briefings and only a handful of 
Congress members had answered reporters' questions, and 
even then, it was with a vanilla response like, “We respect 
citizens' right to protest." Disgusted, I turned off the radio 
and plugged in my iPod. 

I smiled as my brain registered the song that came on - 
Tea Party by Kerli. Maybe not what her lyrics meant, but 
America was certainly having an old-fashioned Boston Tea 
Party moment so pinkies up on my steering wheel, I went 
with it. 

I had another nine hours ahead of me to Greenville, and 
thirty-six hours to get there before my flight took off. I'd 
looked at a map back at Giles's house and selected a few 
towns along the way to pull off and try to find a computer, 
but they were hours away. I had a couple hours of gas left so 
I decided I'd drive until I needed gas, fill up, change my 
plates after the fill up, shut down my phone, and head into 
one of my target towns to do what the Wick Burners had 
asked of me before plowing on into Greenville to hunker 
down until my flight left. 



I settled into the drive, and as Madonna's Live to Tell 
played in the background, I unclasped my Hexensteine 
bracelet and held the Thought Stone in my left hand as I 
steered with my right. 

I pictured Giles and pushed a question into his mind. So, 
you ready for that chat? 

I admit to giggling a bit as I read his thoughts - What the 
hell??? he asked himself. 

I felt his surge of adrenaline as his brain fired on a million 
cylinders at once. 

Relax, I thought maybe / could answer your questions 
about the glowing stones now. 

Laura? What is going on? How is this happening? What 
is happening? he asked himself more than anything. 

What's happening is I'm talking to you and reading your 
thoughts. I think we call it mental telepathy, but I've never 
really looked up the actual definition of that term. 

And this has something to do with those stones of yours? 
The ones that looked like they glow? 

Yup. They're part of a lump of other things, all of which 
help some people unlock parts of their brains. I can give 
you the equivalent of a memory dump on the subject if you 
like, but suffice it to say there are certain people who can 
use the power of these Big Bang bits to basically do magic. 

I think I want that data dump, he said sounding intrigued 
more than frightened. 

So I gave it to him. I held back the bits about Max and 
the others I knew to be descendants of Aza because I didn't 
completely trust him yet, but I told him about everything 
else - Aza and her brothers. The Orb pieces that came 
together in my family through the generations, and that 
since he could see the glow and communicate with me via 
the Thought Stone - he too was a descendant of Aza. I 
warned him that she'd probably show up someday soon to 
introduce herself now that he'd been informed of her 
existence. And in a final shot across his bow, just in case he 
and Kurt ever considered selling me out, I told him to mind 



his Ps & Qs, because you never know who you're dealing 
with... 

Fair enough, he said. But we would never do that. We 
meant it, you're one of us, he said sounding legitimately 
sincere and a little hurt I still didn't believe him one hundred 
percent. 

I'll have my phone on a couple more hours, then I'll go 
dark for a while for reasons you understand. I'll check in 
with you via this method after I've done what you've asked 
and then I'll be dark a for probably an hour while I put some 
miles between myself and whichever computer I use, I said 
ignoring his comments. 

Okay. Stay safe. 

Enjoy meeting Aza, I said. 

We will have a pleasurable meeting, MIJa, spoke Aza's 
voice in both our minds with a tinkling giggle. 

I removed my hand from the Thought Stone just as Giles 
was trying to process telepathic conference calls. I secured 
the bracelet on my left wrist and turned up the volume on 
my stereo as Mary J. Blige began singing the lyrics to Just 
Fine. 

Two hours later I pulled into a gas station in a tiny town 
that seemed to consist of two gas stations, two fast food 
restaurants, and a smattering of homes and small 
businesses. As I gas pumped into Luka's tank, I pulled some 
peanut butter snack crackers out of a plastic food storage 
box I kept behind the driver's seat and unlocked my phone 
to text George. She'd said she would be in North Carolina 
on the 25*^^ so I figured I'd try to hook up with her before I 
left. 


Fley. You out there? \ asked in an iMessage. 


The pump handle popped indicating my tank was full. I 
dusted the cracker crumbs from my hands, put the nozzle 



away, screwed in my gas cap, closed the flap, and retrieved 
my receipt from the pump. 

As I put the receipt in my bag, my phone dinked. It was 
George. 


Yup. Where are you? 

On the 40, about six hours from destination, I 

typed. 

iMessage is supposedly end to end encrypted, but who 
knows, so I was determined to be a bit obtuse. 

I'm just a few hours behind you then. Dinner? 

Sure. Where? 

Contact me when you iand. I'ii give you a 

iocation. 

You've stiii got the gift from the boys, yes? 

Yup, I said remembering I had the CB under my 
seat and the code book zipped into one of my rear seats. 

Taik to you in a few hours. Over and out. 

And that was it...I had dinner plans but I didn't know 
when or where. I powered down my phone, locked it in its 
communication proof pouch, and set off. 

As I easily pulled back onto the freeway, I considered all 
the people who love big cities - San Diego, LA, San 
Francisco, Chicago, Dallas, New York...and how much I hated 
them. The endless crowds of people walking and driving 
around on their cell phones, the traffic, the schlep to get 
anywhere, the inability to enjoy any sense of privacy, the 
relentless surveillance. I understood why so many people 



lived in the small towns like the one I just left. Life was just 
simpler - but probably not easier, but maybe the simpler 
aspect made it a bit easier? All I did know was that 
ignorant, insecure people call them hicks or uncultured - 
and while it may be true that they do live more ignorant 
lives than people who read the Washington Mast every day, 
and they never get to see a production of Hamilton - whose 
fault is that?! They may in fact live better lives because 
they aren't constantly bombarded with bullshit. The media 
treats people outside of big cities like less than human, and 
Broadway is so full of itself it can't contemplate a world 
where putting performances on DVD would be fathomable. 
“It must be seen in person!" they proclaim - conveniently 
forgetting that most people don't have thousands to spend 
on travel and tickets - assuming there are any tickets to buy, 
what with celebrities seeing the shows dozens of time and 
bogarting all the seats. 

I continued to rant in my own head until I spied a 
deserted shoulder and pulled over. 

Fifteen minutes later I was running new license plates, 
sporting something of a disguise, and trotting along towards 
the first of my locations to scout out a convenient computer. 

You never know what a place looks like until you're on the 
ground, in the middle of it. It's fine to look at places on a 
map or in a map application, but things change and aerial 
views are completely misleading. 

I needed someplace I could get my hands on a computer 
for about 20 minutes, hopefully more. My options were a 
university, a library, a business, or a home. Problem was, 
universities, libraries, many businesses, and some homes 
have surveillance. Then of course there was the problem of 
cameras owned by locations I'd have to travel by on the way 
to finding a destination. 

As I approached the first of the exits on my list, I saw 
multitudes of signs indicating hotels, gas stations, food, etc. 
available. The names of the companies offering services 
were of the lesser known variety - so while excellent places 



to disappear into, they wouldn't offer me many options for 
internet access. 

I decided to pass the exit by and see what the next one 
had to offer. 

The drum solo of Sheila E's Glamorous Life played over 
my speakers, so I turned it up and sang along and continued 
singing through a block of songs my little purple iPod had 
decided I needed to hear - Lisa Lisa & Cult Jam's Let the 
Beat Hit 'Em, Tina Turner's Private Dancer, Sheena Easton's 
Strut, and Queen Latifah's U.N.l.T.Y 

As L/.A/./.TKfaded, I approached my next exit. The names 
of the companies offering services sounded more promising. 
Places where I might be able to find a back office in a 
slightly busier gas station, coffee shop, or hotel. I took the 
exit, turned off my stereo, and started scanning for 
surveillance cameras and possibilities. I avoided the main 
street the exit dropped me off on. I took my first right then 
my second left so I was running parallel to the main drag, 
but on a street less likely to have traffic cameras and 
businesses with security cameras. 

The heart of the town was only four blocks long. By the 
time I crossed my fifth street, the two and three-story brick 
buildings on my left gave way to a smattering of single story 
auto repair shops and a used car dealership which, looking 
ahead, gave way to a residential neighborhood nestled in a 
horseshoe around the center of town. 

I parked Luka near a park, grabbed my messenger bag, a 
pair of sunglasses, and a floppy straw hat from the pocket in 
the back of her passenger seat to protect from prying eyes 
and the July sun blazing overhead. I walked the two blocks 
back to the main street through town. I walked down the 
main street towards the freeway making note of my options. 
A non-chain coffee shop, a mom and pop diner, a hotel from 
an international chain across the street from a second one, a 
home-grown bank in a proud brick building, a handful of 
shops selling books, clothes, and the usual necessities; a 



drug store sporting a soda counter; and at the far end of the 
street nearest the freeway, two gas stations. 

My stomach notified me that our first stop would be the 
diner. 

I opened the door was hit with a blast of icy air and the 
smell of sandwiches, french fries, and iced tea. Heaven! 

“Sit down anywhere. I'll be with you in a dash," said the 
waitress who walked by carrying a glass of soda and a 
pitcher of iced tea. 

I picked up a menu from the counter by the register and 
took a two-top by the window. I'd had just enough time to 
stuff my hat in my bag, pull off my sun-glasses and 
exchange them for my regular '80s style large lens plastic 
rimmed glasses, when the I heard my waitress. 

“Hiya Hon, do you know what you want?'' asked the 
waitress coming up behind me. 

“Just a glass of iced tea while I look over the menu," I 
replied. 

“Sure thing, Hon," she said without even stopping at the 
table. 

I perused the menu, found an option that would suit my 
vegetarian requirements, closed the menu and set it at the 
edge of the table. 

“Here ya go," said the waitress coming up behind me 
again and setting down a glass of iced tea with a wedge of 
lemon. “Anything look good?" she asked. 

“Can I get a side salad with ranch on the side, two 
scrambled eggs, and a side of fries?" I asked looking up at 
her and noting her name wasjolene. 

“Absolutely," she said in a southern drawl that summoned 
the smell of fresh-baked cookies and magnolias. “Do you 
want that all together or your salad first?" 

“All together is fine, thanks," I replied. 

Jolene walked off, clipped my order to a stainless-steel 
wheel in the window of the kitchen, and strode off to take 
the order of a man who'd sat down at the counter after I'd 


come in. 



As the words to Jolene played in my head in Dolly Parton's 
voice, I checked out my surroundings. The diner held fifteen 
tables and a counter facing the kitchen that sat six. Five of 
the tables, including mine, were occupied and there were 
three people sitting at the counter. At the end of the 
counter was a short hallway with two doors - one bore a 
bathroom sign and the other a sign that read “Employees 
Only". The cook and Jolene seemed to be the only 
employees in the place - although there might have been a 
dishwasher I couldn't see. I decided to do a little recon. I 
left my iced tea and headed for the bathroom. 

The diner was a long rectangle with a glass door set 
directly in the middle of one of the two longest sides. Within 
a few steps, the door was directly to my right. Behind me 
was half the building, dotted with tables. Before me was the 
kitchen and a stool studded counter on my left, five booths 
on the right, and a small alcove at the end of the building. 
So far, I hadn't seen a single security camera - But that 
doesn't mean there aren't any, I thought as I adjusted my 
enormous, clunky eyeglasses which kept sliding down my 
nose due to their heft. Peering into the kitchen, I could 
make out two men. One was cooking over a grill, his back to 
the customers at the bar, the other was rinsing dishes with a 
hose hanging from a coil bolted into the ceiling - they were 
both dancing about to the sounds of Sugarland's Down In 
Mississippi (Up To No Good). 

I smiled and sang modified lyrics in my head - Down in 
Carolina and up to no good - as I stopped outside the office 
door listening for sounds from inside. I looked up the hall 
into the dining room and no one was paying attention to me. 
Pushing aside the ongoing battle in my head about women 
of a certain age always being ignored vs my, of late, 
gratitude that they are, I tried the handle of the office door. 
It opened easily and I was able to peek inside a tiny room 
filled with paper supplies, cleaning agents, binders, and a 
small desk upon which sat a laptop, a printer, and a huge 
adding machine sporting a roll of white tape. I uttered an 



“oops” at having “accidentally” opened the wrong door, 
closed the door and quickly popped into the bathroom, my 
heart beating at the one other thing I saw...A door with a 
small glass window at the top through which I saw the street 
that ran perpendicular to the main street and created the 
corner upon which the diner sat. I had another way in and 
out! 

I washed up and headed back to my table just as Jolene 
was arriving with my food. 

“Here ya go, Hon. You need anything else?” she asked in 
her sweet accent. 

“Nope, I'm all good,” I replied in my sandy Southern 
California way. 

“I'm gonna hang onto your check in case you decide you 
want some pie before you go,” she said walking away giving 
me no choice in the matter. 

I did, in fact, want some pie, I thought as I poured some 
dressing on my salad and mixed it around. 

I ran through it again as I ate my apple pie and vanilla ice 
cream. Leave the cash to pay my bill on the table, hit the 
loo, exit the loo, and duck into the office. Pray to the Patron 
Saint of Doers-of-No-Good that the laptop wasn't password 
protected, log into Hisser, repost the stories written and 
already posted by the journalists on my list, post about the 
items listed on my post-it, and if there was time follow some 
people, respond to, and repost them under the Carnyx 
banner...then bust out the back door and hightail it to Luka! 
What could go wrong? 

I finished my desert and my iced tea just as someone left 
the bathroom. In a moment of OCD reserved for only the 
most paranoid, I wiped the handles of the utensils I'd used 
and dropped them into what remained of my lemon juice 
accented iced tea assuming that'd take care of muddling 
any DNA samples. Using a napkin, I placed a twenty - 
enough cash to cover the bill and the tip - under the slip of 



paper Jolene had set down when she brought me my pie, 
and set the salt shaker on top of the whole pile to make sure 
nothing blew away. My heart started pounding in my ears as 
it always does when I'm about to do something that requires 
a bit of insanity, and I began my stroll to the bathroom. 

I wondered if the adrenaline and cortisol pumping 
through my veins made me appear abnormal in some way to 
the people around me, but no one even glanced my way as I 
walked down the aisle between the counter and the row of 
tables along the windows. It always amazes me how no one 
ever really knows what's going on behind the faces of other 
people. I mean, barring obvious signs of pain or anger or ill 
health, you could be walking past someone intent on killing 
themselves or murdering others, suffering a broken heart or 
a raging headache, or who just found out they're pregnant. 
We keep so much hidden and suppressed - and no one cares 
enough to ask how we are, much less even make eye 
contact...well, unless of course there's a celebrity of some 
sort in the vicinity - then everyone wants to know what that 
person ate for breakfast or how they feel about school 
shootings. As I mulled the western world's obsession with 
famous people who view the general public as nothing more 
than cash machines, I locked the bathroom door behind me. 

/ mean honestly, I thought to myself as I hovered over the 
toilet. It's one thing to buy a movie ticket, a music CD, or a 
concert ticket and feed the beast that demands higher 
prices and more bogus junk fees every year, but the people 
who run out and buy products, greasy with the names of 
rich poseurs who don't care if you're spending your last fifty 
dollars on a piece of junk made in a foreign country, those 
peopie just defy aii understanding. Their ability to justify 
going broke just to buy handbags and makeup and ciothes 
and shoes and jewelry hawked by a person who plays 
pretend or sings for a iiving, or a person whose biggest 
taient is getting ceiebrities to wear their crap is beyond me, 

I thought as watched myself in the mirror above the 
bathroom sink zip up my capri pants and settle my t-shirt 



over the top of my bottoms. I cleaned off my oversized 
glasses and adjusted my wig dyed in shimmering shades of 
grey, blue, purple, and green. I washed and dried my hands, 
plucked my messenger bag off the hook on the back of the 
door and slung it across my chest, and pulled open the flap 
that covered the front of the bag to extricate a pair of 
gloves, a scrunchie, and an ultra-thin white windbreaker. I 
put the gloves in my right pocket, rolled up the windbreaker 
and put it under my arm, and using the paper towel I'd dried 
my hands with, opened the door and stepped out into the 
little alcove. 

No one was paying attention to me at all. I exited the 
diner and chuckled to myself as I recalled my inner rant from 
the bathroom moments before. Yes, these are the things 
going through the minds of peopie working to overthrow 
their own governments. 

I made my way around the side of the building to the 
office's outside door. As I did, I put on the windbreaker, put 
my hair in quick bun, and pulled the jacket's hood over my 
head. I pulled off my glasses, slid them in the pocket of the 
windbreaker, and put my messenger bag on like a backpack, 
all while glancing around for security cameras. I didn't see 
any, but it being broad daylight I was more worried about 
spending too much time trying to get into the office and 
being noticed by a passerby. I approached the door and 
reached for the Cruth-atharraich wrapped around my 
pendant. It untwisted itself from the pendant and re-formed 
as a key blank in my right hand. I slid it into the lock where 
it altered its shape to accommodate the pins and tumblers 
within, turned it, and felt the lock give way. Using the hem 
of my shirt, I turned the ball-shaped door knob and let 
myself in. I kept my head down and turned my back to the 
room as I pulled my gloves from my pocket, put them on, 
and relocked the door. For good measure, I locked the door 
leading from inside the diner then backed my way towards 



the laptop until I was able to reach behind myself and place 
my gloved palm over the only known camera in the room - 
the one built into the computer screen. I grabbed a sticky 
note, stuck it over the camera, and tapped the space bar to 
wake the sleeping machine. 

No password??? I thought to myself as the screen filled 
with a desktop of icons waiting to be commanded. What's 
the percentage of people who don't password protect their 
devices??? It's got to be up there with the number of 
people who use their birthdays or pets' names as 
passwords. I thought as I launched Safari, entered the URL 
for Hisser's homepage into the address bar, and hit return. 

Shit! I forgot to get the newest login from Donald! I 
thought to myself as my brain, working faster than any 
manmade technology could, commanded my right wrist to 
touch the Thought Stone on my left. 

Donald, you up? 

Of course. Dear, how can I help? He replied instantly as if 
he'd been expecting me. 

/ need to log into Hisser 

Ah yes, let me see... the newest password is TrOttSIKnOb. 

Trottel Knob??\ asked chuckling a bit. 

Yes well, I imagine whomever is in charge of the 
passwords is having a bit of fun. Passwords about ice cream 
and arcade games will make a comeback one day, but for 
now it is rather cathartic to disparage our moronic leaders in 
hashed and salted anonymity. But enough of that. How are 
you? 



Oh, I'm fine, I said stopping myself from questioning his 
knowledge of the terms “hashed” and “salted” but making a 
mental note to find out if he was secretly being trained as a 
Burner's Apprentice. Coming home soon thankfully, I 
continued. How are things on the island? The streets alive 
with the sound of rebellion? 

in England...not really. I don't think those people will 
ever wake from the systemic brainwashing they've been 
subjected to since the 18^^ Century. But Scotland, now 
that's another matter. We're always ready for a rebellion 
and this one has been a long time coming. People here are 
feeling stirrings deep in their DNA. / think it's only a matter 
of days before we see the Scots following the lead of their 
French and American cousins. 

Wait. What's going on with the French? I asked confused 
because I'd not heard much of anything about Strikes 
outside of the USA. 

You've not heard? The French have gone even further 
than you Americans. Not only have their university students 
and military gone on Strike, but hundreds of thousands of 
workers from every industry have joined them and parents 
have pledged not to send their children to grade school in 
the fall. 

Holy crap! ^as all I could muster. 

Yes, chuckled Donald, that does sum it up nicely. The 
French are the last of the Enlightened...The passion lies 
dormant in them but flares up like a fiery rash when their 
government pisses them off. / hope your friends know what 
they're doing - the last time the French were this angry 
blood turned the Seine the color of Claret. Now I imagine 
you really should be going, he said suddenly changing 
tacks. You must be in the middle of something if you 
needed that password. 

Yes. Yes, I am...I'll see you soon, I said ripping myself out 
of my thoughts of France, recalling the foreign sounding 
names on the list of leaders I'd seen at Giles's house and 
realizing the Burners had in fact given much thought to the 



international aspect of the idea of a Strike. Give my love to 
Emma, I said and removed my wrist from the Thought Stone. 

I pushed the thoughts of Scotland and France from my 
mind and logged into Hisser. 

My fellow Strikers! I wrote. Carnyx stands with you! They 
tried to keep us divided and fighting, but some of you are 
too smart for that! We are unified in many things and must 
fight for the things we agree on while respecting our 
differences. Divided we Fall! I hit post. 

Today the media understands what it feels like to be 
silenced! I posted. 

Today we honor Aaron Swartz! JSTOR is under our 
control. Free access to research for all, I continued in 
another post. 

People will camp out for days to watch a movie, buy a 
cell phone, or be first through the door on Black Friday, but 
they won't spend an hour of their lives to pull their money 
from a bank that commits crimes against its own 
customers? Our justice system goes after petty drug 
dealers and kids like Aaron Swartz like a pack of rabid 
hyenas, locking them into a life of crime or driving them to 
suicide over something as innocuous as downloading 
research that should be public anyway, but they let bank 
executives who oversee an empire of criminal activity and 
pharmaceutical company owners who created an opioid 
addiction epidemic to make themselves billionaires, go free? 
#Hypocrisy\ posted. 

Behind the scenes and kept muzzled by main stream 
media, investigative writers have been working diligently to 
reveal the true depths of corruption in our governments and 
corporations. They have unmasked the perpetrators of 
national enslavement in North America, Europe, and 
elsewhere. But it means nothing if no one reads the stories. 
Turn off your TVs and embrace the knowledge that has been 



hidden from you by corporate executives who want you 
dumb and uninformed, I wrote in another post. 

Today we expose the tax returns of President Trottei! He 
owes miiiions, pays next to nothing in taxes, and donates 
oniy to his own foundation which is used to promote his 
business and poiiticai interests. We've a iso exposed pubiic 
university profits and the incomes of the peopie who run 
them, it's oniy fair for students to know where aii that 
money they spend on tuition and board reaiiy goes - hint: 
it's not into their education. I commented in a repost of a 
journalist's story explaining the billions of dollars hoarded 
by public institutions of higher education and paid to their 
administrators while tuition rates have skyrocketed and 
crippled families with debt, all while Americans are 
displaced in the job market by better educated people from 
India, China, and Europe. 

Today we expose the insidiousness of technoiogy 
corporations aiiowed to run amok by governments 
dependent upon them for money to iine their pockets and 
maintain their grip on power. You know about the dossiers 
created on each of you and you know about some of the 
individuais behind the gathering of your information - but 
do you know how it aii worked? The foiiowing four in-depth 
investigations expose the way we were aii forced on iine, 
under the guise of making our iives easier, to cut costs for 
corporations and increase their stock prices. These stories 
expose the conspiracy to make every transaction eiectronic 
whiie simuitaneousiy absoiving corporations of responsibiiity 
for protecting our privacy and personai information during 
those transactions. These stories expose the heii of identity 
theft, job discrimination, ioan rejection, schooi admission 
deniai, refusai of heaith care, and more, aii aiiowed by our 
government in an effort to keep their donors happy. These 
stories expiain the iies toid in the name of greed and expose 
the individuais who became weaithy by pushing 
standardized tests on schooi chiidren, opiates on patients, 
toxic fracking and ieaking pipeiines on communities, and 



unregulated private prisons on populations. These stories 
detail the web of connectivity - from your ISP to your 
wireless provider to the DMV, IRS, State revenue divisions, 
and Social Security Administration; to your child's school to 
your employer, doctor, pharmacist, bank, steaming service, 
and email provider, all of whom sell your data to anyone 
willing to pay, which in turn allowed Augustine Survey to 
create files on all of you because your own governments 
don't require privacy by law and don't hold corporations 
accountable for exposing you either by negligence or for 
profit. These stories expose the fact that our nations are 
under attack - not with guns and bombs, but with lies, 
privacy invasion, manipulation, and policies meant to rob us 
of our livelihoods and constitutional rights. World War Hi is 
being fought on the internet and civilians are losing. These 
stories expose the people behind these social crimes, 
people who enjoy the ability to hide behind gates and 
corporations, on private jets, and in secretive European and 
Caribbean countries, I posted followed by a half-dozen 
reposts of articles posted by the writers on my list. 

Take back your power! Pull your money from the banks, 
pull your kids from school, stop paying your vehicle 
registration fees, kneel with Kaepernick...DO SOMETHING! 

It's time to reevaluate our priorities. People will camp 
out to be the first to see movies, buy phones, or be first in 
the door on Black Friday, but they won't spend an hour 
changing bank accounts after a bank is exposed as having 
committed fraud against its customers???? if you won't 
stand up for yourselves, they will continue to walk all over 
you, grinding you into the dirt, breaking your back, and 
robbing you blind. It's time for Trottel, Congress, and the 
Supreme Court; for the Prime Ministers and Cabinets and 
Parliaments to resign and new elections to be held. It's time 
for facts and transparency and honesty and accountability, 
if you won't demand a better world for yourselves and your 
descendants, then you have no one to blame but 
yourselves, I typed into a final post. 



Risking a few more minutes in the office, I checked the 
list of people who had recently followed Carnyx. If they 
appeared to be legitimate people fighting the good fight, I 
followed them back and reposted some of their posts to 
Carnyx's millions of followers. Some people were posting 
photographs of signs from Striker gatherings - signs calling 
for action on their causes, but also for Trottel and Congress 
and the Supreme Court to resign and for new elections to be 
held. They'd done the math and realized that no change 
would ever come as long as the constants in the equation 
never changed - they were so large they overwhelmed the 
variables and controlled the outcome of every calculation, 
skewing it in their favor every time. It was time to change 
the math! 

Then I read some of the posts from people accusing 
Carnyx of being un-American criminals who deserved to be 
boiled in acid. I read posts trolling and attacking Carnyx for 
being in support of murdering babies, letting homosexuals 
get married, and people of color live in neighborhoods they 
should be redlined out of. The language they used to 
describe the objects of their hate was vile - words meant to 
demean and marginalize. I felt my stomach flip and my 
blood boil until it flushed my face red - it was my usual 
response of fear and anger I felt every time I saw evidence of 
the basest nature of humanity. People who write things like 
that, or program bots to write it for them, are given a voice, 
are given power in the 21^^ Century. They're given airtime 
on national news stations. They're given book deals and 
stages at universities. But good, decent people are ignored 
and often silenced by a media monster that thrives on chaos 
and governments that flourish in fear. 

I muted the troll accounts whose posts most recently 
appeared in my feed and to counter their revolting words, I 
reposted a few more of the positive people who were out 
there Striking and encouraging others to join the 
conversations being held at local parks, beaches, and 



libraries...If I learned anything watching Gremlins, it's that 
you never feed despicable creatures after midnight - which I 
always took to mean just never feed them at all, because 
any time is technically after midnight 

As Carnyx's mentions began to explode, I logged out of 
Hisser, cleaned up my tracks, unlocked the door into the 
restaurant, pulled the sticky note off the laptop's camera, 
and let myself out the back door. I took a left and walked 
away from the diner and Luka until I reached a shady park, 
two blocks away. I was still steamed by the jerks on Hisser. 
These jackhoies are the ones who keep Yerteii and Stob in 
Congress whiie simuitaneousiy compiaining about their iots 
in iife - WHO THE HELL DO THESE PEOPLE THINK ARE 
RESPONSIBLE FOR THEIR CRAPPY LIVES? It's literally the 
definition of insanity, I raged internally. You keep electing 
the same corrupt politicians, the ones who give free passes 
to their buddies and donors who own coal mines, companies 
that produce chemicals, and corporations involved in 
fracking, and you wonder why your lives are a toxic waste 
dump??? Your education system is intentionally crippled by 
these politicians because they like you DUMB! They actually 
have you convinced to fight to keep coal mines open! Who 
the he!! WANTS to work in a coal mine or even a steel 
factory? Why the hell wouldn't you be fighting for the 
opportunity to work installing windmills or solar panels or 
building hydro-electric plants? Clean energy and you get to 
work ABOVE GROUND!!! But yet you e!ected Trotte! and 
your usua! Congressiona! suspects because they promised 
to bring back industries that kill you!?!? I thought in 
exasperation as I pulled off my messenger bag, stuffed my 
windbreaker inside, let down the hair of my wig, and put my 
glasses on as I walked in the shadows of oak trees dripping 
with grey Spanish moss. 

Before I emerged back into sunlight at the far end of the 
park, I put my sunglasses and floppy hat back on 
completing my transformation back into Diner Girl. I walked 



down to the main street, window shopped at a few stores, 
and slowly made my way back to Luka. 

I fought the urge to floor it and fly out of town. I drove 
past the diner half expecting it to be swarming with people 
in black suits or military camouflage, but all was quiet. The 
aluminum-sided building glinted in the sunlight, winking at 
me as I drove past. 

Back on the 40, I pulled over onto the shoulder fifteen 
miles later to change t-shirts, pull off my wig, lose my 
glasses, and change license plates. 

Thirty seconds after pulling back onto the Interstate, I 
noticed across the grass median, a cliched trio of black 
Suburbans with blacked-out windows speeding westward. 

“Sorry Jolene," I said aloud as I pushed my accelerator a 
little further towards the floor. 

My brain was spinning. That was too dose! I thought. 
They must have teams set up all over the country, ready to 
pounce as soon as they detect a login to Carnyx's HIsser 
account. I bet HIsser has a dedicated team just sitting on 
the Carnyx account ready to track every use of the account. 
Too bad they can't have a team dedicated to deleting 
eraser-dicked bullies, I mused as Luka and I chewed up the 
miles until I could turn on a cell phone and check in with 
Max for an update about how much trouble I might be in 
considering the insane response time I'd just witnessed. 

Even pushing the speed limit, I still had a half hour until 
I'd reach the fifty-mile radius, so I cranked up the stereo to 
distract my brain and kept an eye firmly glued on my 
rearview mirror. Billy Idol's Rebel Vfe//drove me forward. My 
brain cried out for more, more, more, as the song segued 
into Autumn In New York by Louis Armstrong and Ella 
Fitzgerald, followed by Pat Benatar's Invincible, and Michael 
Sembello's Maniac. I smirked as I thought, Yup, looking for 
the fight of my life in a world where no one sees me at all 
and would definitely call me crazy if they knew the dance I'd 
been performing. 



Luka's odometer told me I'd crossed my threshold just as 
the song faded. 

Desperate for information, I pulled off the 40 at the next 
non-commercial exit and drove south until I felt surrounded 
by nothing but nature. I pulled Luka onto a dirt shoulder, 
pulled a road atlas from the pocket sewn into the back of her 
passenger seat, and set it on the dashboard before climbing 
into the back through the space between the two front seats 
to retrieve the iPhone Oliver had given me all those months 
ago in San Francisco. 

It powered up in my lap as I opened the atlas against my 
steering wheel. If anyone came by, I was just another lost 
woman looking at a map. 

The phone was requesting a passcode I gladly entered. 
The home screen appeared and I swiped to the second page 
of apps to find 1001 Nights. I tapped the app and opened 
the)/V?r? library. My book glowed on the shelf. I had three 
messages - two from Max and one from Kurt. 

They have photos of Luka. Stay off main roads. 

-Max 

Duke is at site of your iast iogin. He's 
expanded his radius 

for extraordinary activity searches. Do not use 
this phone again uniess you have dean SIM chips 
equipped with Oliver's masking program. Remove 
the chip before powering down after this session 
so that when you turn on the phone again, the 
new SIM will have to be inserted and this one will 
not register on a network ever again. 

-Max 

Laura! if you get this, please let us know you're 
Okay 

We think you got dear of Duke, but not sure. Do 
you need assistance? We can try to cobble 



together an underground railroad for you. 

-K 

Not wanting to send out anything on this phone and draw 
attention to its usage more than I already had, I shut it 
down, pulled the SIM, zipped the phone in its case, and 
shoved it back into the secret pocket within the back seat. 

Using the tiny scissors in my Swiss Army Knife, I cut the 
SIM card into confetti inside a doggie poop bag torn from the 
roll in my glove box. I tied off the bag and set it in my 
passenger seat. 

I was shaking...Duke had photos of Luka! How???? 

“Fuck!” I shouted to no one. 

My brain started reeling through options. 

I could drive to another location and turn the phone back 
on to beg for help from Kurt and Giles, who as far as I knew 
were the nearest friends I had at the moment - but that 
would put them in danger of being exposed and weaken the 
Burners. 

I could drive backroads and try to lay low long enough to 
make my way to Wilmington to catch my flight out - but that 
flight was over twenty-four hours away - that was a lot of 
time to hide from a man like Duke and who knows how many 
government eyes. 

I needed more data... 

Max! I hollered in her head using the Thought Stone. 
What the actual hell? How did he get photos of Luka? 

Oh thank crap you're okay! She responded. Where are 
you? You are okay, right? 

Yeah, yeah. I'm fine. I'm somewhere in the middle of 
nowhere South or North Carolina. / don't know where the 
damn state line Is out here off the 40. 

Good, you're off the Interstate. Alright, Duke has Luka 
because he vacuumed up every car that traveled within a 
30-mile radius of Madison then matched them to local 
residents and whittled down to a short list of out-of-towners 



he's now tearing up any database he can get his hands in 
order to nnatch owners to piates. Luka may jump out if he 
reaiizes she's running oid, unregistered piates, but her age 
win work for her in that respect. He's pretty hobbied 
because we controi so much of the data out there now, but 
we have no controi over anything offline - especiaiiy 
anything Augustine or the camera manufactures may have 
on segregated drives. He's got direct access to the CEOs of 
these manufacturers - he caiis, they Just give up the goods, 
no questions asked, if Luka exists in any fiie he can access, 
or if anyone can identify her make and modei, it'ii heip him 
pinpoint you. He's probabiy been working Augustine's fiies 
pretty hard, but they were pretty iazy about offiine backups 
so he's having to scour muitipie iocations for scattered DMV 
data on hard drives shoved in random desk drawers. Are 
you stiii on scheduie to ieave the country? 

Yes, that's stiii my pian, but I've got over twenty-four 
hours to kiii before I'm airborne. What's the status of CIA, 
FBI, and all the other agencies? 

They're slow-walking coming after Carnyx. They're 
working diligently to not find anything while looking like 
they're tearing through mounds of data from Hisser and 
your past adventures. They aren't fans of the regime. 
Scuttlebutt is, they want this Strike to shake things up and 
purge the system, but they can't be seen encouraging it. 
They don't know about Luka - Duke is keeping his list of cars 
to himself because he doesn't trust the agencies. I'm afraid 
Duke is also going to have your phone number soon since 
he's expanded activity radii around every Carnyx event and 
is doing to cell phone numbers what he did to cars in 
Madison - he's looking for outliers in each area that match¬ 
up between every place Carnyx has been active. I know 
you've been careful with changing out our custom SIMs 
using that supply Oliver gave you and that should protect 
you. Honestly, Luka is probably your Achilles Heel, but the 
phone could be an issue too if you used the same SIM in two 
active locations. 



I've had it off so much, I really doubt he's got any pattern 
to track with the phone. Plus, I spent so much time in 
California, where I'm not an outlier, that yeah, Luka is going 
be the only thing to stand out like a sore thumb here in the 
south if he's able to track her across the country over the 
last eighteen months...Shit! Have I really been here a 
bloody year and a half???? By the way, how do you know 
the scuttlebutt from inside the CIA?? I asked suddenly 
curious. And while we're on the topic of knowing things - 
how are you inside Duke's operation? Can you sabotage it? 

Her laugh echoed in my head, Leave it to you to see 
through the terror of your situation and ask logical 
questions. There are a couple of Burners in the NSA - 
they're Star Spangled patriots which means sometimes they 
share information with the rest of us when it's beneficial to 
the state of the nation. I guess they felt, on the off chance 
other Burners are connected to Carnyx, that they'd let it be 
known that Carnyx was being given a chance to succeed by 
many across the intelligence agencies and law enforcement 
organizations. As to Duke, well. Hummingbird is a constant 
bringer of gifts. From what we can tell, it looks like an Israeli 
agency or Italian hackers designed a program that exploits a 
flaw in iMessage and sold it to numerous foreign intelligence 
agencies - including, ironically, Arab nations who then hired 
former NSA operatives to help them target American, 
European, Asian, and Middle Eastern civilians. We came 
across the program while perusing some systems in the UAE 
and gave ourselves access to it. No one has been able to 
detect our presence yet because we've kept them chasing 
their tails on dozens of attacks on power grids and 
communication infrastructure. Our access has allowed us to 
target Duke's communications. We just had to enter some 
of his known wireless numbers and emails and we had direct 
access into his devices - we see everything he sees. Let's 
Just say, "Karma is a bitch" has become the ultimate double 
entendre. 



/ don't know what that means, but I'll take your word for 
it...\ said searching for missed meaning. 

Karma is the name of the program the Israelis designed - 
or at least they're the ones the media is giving getting 
credit for designing it, but most of the media is completely 
ignoring the story so facts are few. Who the hell knows 
anymore - every day I have to talk myself out of just 
deleting the entire internet. It's such a cesspool of lies and 
backstabbing. 

You could do that? 

With what Hummingbird has provided us, / could send us 
back to 1990 in Just one day. 

Why don't you do it? 

Because some of it us useful - for now, she said 
ominously. But anyway, that's talk for another day. How are 
you going to handle your current situation? 

i think I have the beginnings of an idea, I said sharing 
with her the thought that had been simmering in the back of 
my head has we'd talked. 

Well, if you think that's the right way to go, she said. 

/ think it's best to keep the Burners out of this and i really 
don't want to lose Luka. Plus, if I abandon her and she's 
found, she becomes a link to me. As long as Duke doesn't 
go public with the image of my car and give those Jalopnik 
folks a chance to identify her, he's not really going to know 
what to search for in the DMV databases, i Just need a few 
hours and I should be tucked up out of sight. 

Alright, but keep me posted with your little stones. 

10-4, good buddy, I replied and let go of the Thought 
Stone. 

I realized I hadn't asked Max to let Kurt know I was okay - 
for now anyway. I debated using the Thought Stone to ask 
her to, but decided to just poke Giles. 

Hey Giles, Kurt with you still? 

Shit! 

Um, okayyyy... 



You scared the crap out of me and / dropped a glass of 
water 

Sorry, I said contritely. 

Oh, it's fine, but we have got to talk about some rules! 
Can you just drop into my head any time? 

Well, yeah, technically / can, but I wouldn't do that to you 
without announcing myself - problem is, / haven't figured 
out a way to let people know I'm coming, / just kind of show 
up, said giggling in his head. 

We'll work on that! He said. But yes, Kurt is here. We 
just got a message from Max that you're dear of Duke for a 
while and have a plan to get out of the country 

Oh good, then you won't have to explain to Kurt that you 
heard that from me. I couldn't respond to his message on 
my phone based on a message / got from Max. It figures 
she's a step ahead of me and contacted you guys already. / 
better go - lots to do. 

Stay safe. 

/ will. 

When this is over we're going to talk about Aza... 

So, you've met? 

You could say that, he said showing me an image of her 
appearing as he was lathered up in the shower. 

Well at least It wasn't while you were on the toilet. 

You're just a glass-half-full kind of girl, aren't you? He said 
with a smile in his thoughts. 

I'm half full of something! I'll check in soon, one way or 
another. 

Try the phone next time. 

TH see what I can do, I said removed my hand from the 
Thought Stone. 

I was about four more hours from Wilmington and had 
twenty-six hours until my ride left for England. I couldn't 
risk parking in a hotel lot, much less checking into one 
because they all had surveillance cameras everywhere, as 
did many rest stops and camp grounds. I needed to keep 



Luka off cameras as much as possible. I needed somewhere 
to hunker down for a day where Duke and those on his 
payroll, especially in law enforcement and intelligence 
couldn't find me. 

“Alright Laura - it's time to get all GenX on this shit," I 
told myself as I reached behind my driver's side seat and 
pulled out the package Frangois, Sehor Santo, and Ryker had 
given me. The magnetic base of antenna stuck to Luka's 
roof with a gentle thunk. A wire ran from it, through my 
window, and into the CB radio in my lap which was plugged 
into my cigarette lighter. I reviewed the code book they'd 
given me - just simple word replacement known only to 
them and myself. “Hack this, assholes!" I said and flicked on 
the radio. 

“Breaker one-nine. Breaker one-nine. This is Black 
Beauty. Frangois, Sehor Santo, Ryker, Qi-Tara, Whichblade, 
Poyson IV - any of you receiving? Again, this is Black 
Beauty looking for Frangois, Sehor Santo, Ryker, Qi-Tara, 
Whichblade, or Poyson IV." 

“This is Ryker, I've got you loud and clear." 

“Poyson IV and Chili read you." 

“El Sehor Santo estoy aquf, Amiga." 

“Well howdy, y'all! Should we move this party over to 
Channel 5?" I asked. 

“That's an affirmative," answered Ryker. 

“Moving now," said Poyson IV. 

“Si Sehorita," replied Santo. 

“Well kids, it looks like I'm going to have a little free time. 
If you're hearing this, you're within meeting distance. I 
could use a party, anyone game?" I asked using the word 
the code book indicated was meant to replace hiding piace. 

“I'm due for some down time. I'm coming out of Knoxville 
heading to Georgia," said Ryker. 

“I can meet tonight. Heading north out of South 
Carolina," said Santo. 

“I've got just the place!" said Poyson IV. 



George knew exactly where I needed to be to make the 
flight she'd arranged for me so I trusted her to pick a spot off 
the grid, but nearby enough to get me there on time. She 
dictated some directions and I wrote them down on a metal 
encased notebook I kept in my messenger bag. The guys 
seemed to know exactly where the place was and were 
bantering back and forth about who would bring the beer 
and who would stop at the market for food. 

Between their argument over what kind of pie was best, 
George told me she'd try to raise Qi-Tara and Whichblade 
and that she thought she'd be at the location about 8 p.m. 

To anyone listening it was just a bunch of truckers 
meeting up to have a cookout and get some shuteye...no 
one knew the little black hatchback they were all looking for 
was going to be hiding out with them. 

“Okay, I'll be there around dark o'clock," I said letting her 
know as best I could that I was going to lay low until I could 
move around under cover of darkness. 

“Over and out," she said between Santo and Ryker's 
growing verbal shopping list. 

My plan was to stay put on the side of the road until the 
sun set then head out for the coordinates George had given 
me, but I started to feel exposed sitting out in the open. 
Duke knew what Luka looked like - he was actively 
searching for her in any database he could get his hands on. 
And for all I knew, he was sending teams to every gas 
station, rest stop, hotel, hen house, outhouse, and 
penthouse between Madison, where he'd identified her, and 
points surrounding the diner from where I'd posted to Hisser 
a few hours earlier - teams instructed to obtain video 
footage of every vehicle that had come through in an 
attempt to figure out which direction I was headed. 

My stomach flipped and flopped with unease. A black 
pickup drove by and I held my breath wondering if it would 
make a U-turn and come back for me. “This is nuts," I said 
turning Luka's ignition key. “I've got to keep moving," I said 



as I pulled back onto the road and drove south looking for a 
place to duck into. 

I found it about ten miles later. I hadn't seen another soul 
for the fifteen minutes it took me to spot the old service 
station. As I approached it became obvious it had been 
closed for some time - the windows and door were boarded 
up with plywood and weeds grew out of the bed of the 
rusted old Ford pickup. No other signs of life, current or 
past, existed along this stretch of road. From the road, I 
couldn't see behind the building that used to house a two- 
bay service garage and a small sundry shop - it'd make a 
perfect place to tuck myself away until dark. 

Keeping an eye on my rearview mirror and not seeing 
anyone coming towards me from the south, I turned onto the 
station's old asphalt and slowly puttered behind the building 
to where the owner and employees probably used to park. 

I'd intended to just wait out the sunset behind the 
building, but as I arrived I noticed the service bays were 
double-doored - one in front and one in back - and both of 
the rear doors were up, exposing an empty garage. 

I backed Luka into the cubicle in the middle of the 
building and powered her down. 

I sat and waited, listening for road noise. Hearing none, I 
finally allowed myself to relax a little bit and check out my 
surroundings. 

I climbed out of Luka, but left my driver-side door open. 
She sat low enough that anyone driving by couldn't have 
seen her through the two rows of square windows set into 
the top of each aluminum roll-up door. I wandered around 
the garage keeping both ears trained on the road outside. 
The place was empty save for a couple bald tires in a corner 
where generations of spiders had set up house, and a Snap- 
On pinup calendar from 1982 hanging on the wall shared 
with the sundry shop which was completely empty except 
for an old circular postcard rack sporting a few faded 
postcards. 



By the look of the light outside, I had at least a couple 
hours to kill before sunset. I checked my old Timex to 
confirm - 6 p.m. Three hours in an old, abandoned service 
station... 

Anxiety had me crawling out of my own skin. I needed to 
burn off some nervous energy. Time was when I would have 
cranked up the stereo in the car and turned the place into a 
dance club - but that isn't an option when one is trying to 
keep a low profile. I opted for sets of jumping jacks broken 
up by sprints from wall to wall until my face felt like it would 
explode from the exertion and the heat of the July afternoon. 

I paced around like the caged animal I was and nursed a 
canteen of water. I didn't even dare pop in my earbuds to 
listen to music for fear of not being able to hear cars 
approaching. Deprived of music and driving - my two drugs 
of choice, the next best thing was a store of logic puzzle 
books I kept stashed away in a mesh pocket stitched into the 
security cover in Luka's hatch. 

I munched a banana and some peanut butter crackers 
while I sorted out which of five people bought which gem 
stone from which country and what type of jewelry they 
each had their stone set into. 

Darkness wrapped itself around my little hideout. I 
walked outside and around to the front of the service station 
investigate the night. The air had cooled slightly, but the 
pavement steamed from hours baking in the humid southern 
summer. A nearly quarter moon hung in the sky like a dim 
nightlight. It was the kind of darkness where fireflies seem 
like tiny suns blinking on and off and you could spend all 
night trying to count the stars. No yellow glow of city lights 
appeared on any horizon to interfere with the magic. For a 
second I could imagine what the whole world must have 
looked like in the 18 *^ century when my ancestors and the 
Native Americans lived on the edges steel knives and 
arrowheads, but the smell of tarmac sweating diesel vapors 
and rubber dust killed the illusion quickly. 



I flicked the switch to disable my brake light fuse, turned 
Luka's engine over, and slipped into the dark side of the 
Earth. 

Running with no lights except for the dim glow of my 
stereo I followed the directions I'd memorized during my 
hours waiting for sunset. 

As Still of the Night by White Snake slithered out of 
Luka's speakers we ate up the miles - driver and car, one 
creature in the darkness sneaking up on unsuspecting 
travelers and passing them before they could even register 
our presence. 

As the bow guitar solo began we found ourselves alone 
on an open stretch of road. I nudged the accelerator. The 
turbo spooled up. I could feel the torque ready, waiting to 
be unleashed. I pressed the accelerator a few more 
millimeters towards the floor and we struck at the night like 
a viper. 

All the movie directors and script writers with their 
ubiquitous car chase scenes. All the street racers loaded up 
on testosterone and stupidity. All the tech companies and 
their idiot autonomous cars. They just don't get it. Cars 
aren't about crashes and quarter miles and software 
chauffeurs - they're about freedom, individuality, (wo)man 
and machine challenging the laws of nature. They're about 
music and rhythm - drums, pistons, base guitars, gears, 
pianos, curves... 

She Sells Sanctuary by The Cult drove home my point as 
it began pounding through my sanctuary's speakers. 
Human and machine locked in a dance, under a magical 
spell cast by musicians and lyricists, their souls bound 
together by the tempos of their beating hearts. 

Imagine if Hans Christian Andersen had ever seen a car, I 
thought to myself as we settled into 6*^ gear, images I'd 
created in my mind as a child from his The Red Shoes and 
The Tinderbox flashing through my head for some reason. 
Those would be some bizarre fairy tales. It always amazed 
me how the human brain can be so focused on a single task 



made up of many parts - like driving - but in the 
background, be asking questions about things like fairy 
tales or shopping lists. No one will ever convince me that 
Artificial Intelligence software is ever going to be better than 
the human brain. 

Queen's Bohemian Rhapsody f\oo6e6 out of my speakers. 
I glanced at the clock on my stereo. By my estimate, I had 
another thirty minutes until I reached my home for the 
night...I tried, and failed, to out sing Freddie as Luka and I 
tore through the night. 

I found them hunkered down in an old parking lot right 
where George had said they'd be. The weak moonlight cast 
a hazy glow in the humid summer night making visible the 
outline of three rigs. Weeds grew out of cracks in the 
pavement and breeze-rippled puddles filled occasional 
potholes. I flicked on my headlights and picked my way 
towards the tractor trailer. 

They'd parked their rigs in such a way as to create a small 
courtyard facing the North Carolina wilderness. I 
maneuvered around Poyson IV and pulled into the courtyard, 
cutting my headlights and shutting down my engine by her 
cab as I saw the three truck drivers waving from their 
positons around a camp fire. 

The three figures went back to their machinations as I 
packed up my bits and bobs into my messenger bag, slung it 
across my body, and made my way over to meet them. 

Six collapsible chairs bookended by two coolers serving 
as end tables, sat in a semi-circle around the fire, facing the 
opening of the three-sided courtyard. 

“You found us!" said George as she pulled the last items 
from a fabric shopping bag and set them on the table before 
her. 

“You give good directions," I replied with a smile. “Can I 
help?" I asked as Santo walked towards us from his cab and 
trailer parked perpendicular to the end of Poyson IV's trailer, 
carrying a shopping bag of his own. 



“Nope. I think we're all good," said George. “Just waiting 
on two more - Ryker's on the horn with them now getting an 
ETA," she continued, gesturing over her shoulder at the cab 
parked at a ninety-degree angle from Santo's trailer. 

Chili wandered over from his bed beneath a chair and 
bowed before the fire before assuming a lazy-sit in front of it 
and closing his eyes as the fire warmed his hairy little chest. 
He cocked an ear, but couldn't be bothered to open his eyes 
as Ryker climbed out of his cab, shut the door, and walked 
over to join us at the buffet table. 

“You made it!" said Ryker giving me a big bear hug and 
lifting me off my feet. As he put me down he told George 
and Santo, “The girls will be here in a couple hours. They 
said to go ahead without them and they'll eat when they get 
here." 

“Qi-Tara and Whichblade?" I asked. 

“Si," said Santo. “Frangois, he cannot make it. Too far 
north, but he sends his regards," said Santo with a wink as 
he poured some water into a dish and set it down next to 
Chili who'd retreated back to his bed under George's chair. 

“You've been a busy girl, haven't you?" asked Ryker 
picking up a paper plate from the table. 

“Who? Me?" I asked feigning understanding and picking 
up a plate right next to him. “I'm just on vacation and 
heading home to my adoptive country." 

“Yeah, and I'm the Pope of Penzance," said Ryker 
grabbing some pizza from a grease stained box. 

“Hear the confession of a lot of pirates, do you?" I asked 
grabbing a slice myself and setting it on my plate. 

“I'll hear your confession," he said picking up an apple 
and rubbing it on the front of his shirt. 

“My conscience is clear. I've been a very good girl 
lately," I said plopping some salad next to my pizza and 
picking up a fork. 

“So, you wouldn't know anything about a Hisser account 
using the name Carnyx?" he asked following me to the 
chairs by the fire where we joined George and Santo. 



“Like I said, I've been a very good girl lately," I said 
sitting down next to George with a smile. 

She handed me a beer and shook her head. “I can't wrap 
my head around the people who don't get it. The ones who 
support Trottel and the political machine. How can they look 
around at their lives, their futures, and think that they aren't 
getting totally shafted? I hear them on the radio and at the 
gas pump - they call Strikers traitors and rail about Trottel 
deserving respect because he's the President. I swear these 
people would sell their livers, hearts, and lungs; give the 
money to Trottel and then thank him for taking it.'' 

“The whole fucking country has Stockholm Syndrome!" 
said Ryker sitting next to me. 

“It is probably only twenty-five percent who have 
Stockholm, but it does feel as if there are more of them, as if 
they control the narrative," said Santo contemplating his 
pizza crust from his chair on the other side of George. 

“Yeah, Jesse and I used to go 'round and 'round about 
that. We couldn't figure out why so few people seemed to 
think like we do," I said moving my lettuce around with my 
fork. “We guessed that half of the population is too young 
to get it yet; twenty-five percent gets it, but are too busy, 
too isolated, and too filled with hopelessness to feel like they 
can change anything, and the remaining twenty-five percent 
are just assholes who want to watch it all burn if they can't 
get their way! We figured the power given to that last 
twenty-five percent was a function of a few things - A) the 
media controlling the narrative and only reporting on the 
ignorant because it made for ludicrous, but financially 
lucrative, headlines that people gobbled up to feel superior, 
B) people being disgusted with nothing ever changing 
decade after decade and giving up, and C) people being too 
damn busy to fight back because they're frantically treading 
water just trying to keep the their noses out of the water. 
The folks who understand what's going on feel isolated and 
a little crazy for thinking it should be different, that this 
can't be all that life is...meanwhile, the people who've been 



brainwashed into thinking coal mines are good and gay 
people are bad have these idols they flock to - fear mongers 
who tell them stories about transgender people in 
bathrooms and clean energy killing jobs. Meanwhile, of 
course, the idiot Democrats walk around with their pompous 
heads up their entitled asses, treating everyone like their 
personal ATMs. I swear, have you ever listened to a more 
condescending group of people as those who label 
themselves Democrats?” I asked, stabbing a chunk of 
iceberg and popping it in my mouth. 

”So, someday when this is all over, who will play you in 
the Prime original movie?” asked Ryker tweaking the subject 
with a sly grin. 

"You think they'll outbid Netflix?” asked Santo. 

”Oh hell, they'll probably both do one...there's probably 
already a script writer out there trying to flesh out an 
outline,” said George. "But seriously, who would you want 
to play you, Laura?” she continued ready to play this 
through. 

"Good grief...I dunno. Gal Gadot? Jennifer Garner? How 
about Queen Latifah? What does it matter? The script 
writer will write the role for a man. There's no way they 
aren't sitting around right now thinking Carnyx is a man or 
group of males.” I didn't tell them that Duke was looking for 
a female because why worry them and it would never 
change the narrative of film writers that women can only be 
lame sidekicks who cower in corners waiting for men to 
battle it out. 

"How about you guys? If this makes it to a Hallmark 
movie of the week, who plays each of you?” I asked, 
chuckling. 

"Well, obviously Antonio Banderas plays me!” said Santo 
laughing. 

"If anyone plays me it has to be Dwayne Johnson,” said 
Ryker flexing his substantial bicep in the sleeve of his red t- 
shirt. 



“I want Betty White to play me,” said George setting her 
plate on the ground next to her chair and leaning back, 
stretching her legs out straight in front of her and crossing 
her arms over her chest. ”Yup, Betty White.” 

The three of us sat silent picturing Betty White as a long- 
haul trucker, driving an iridescent, poison-green semi with a 
Chihuahua riding shotgun, and secretly helping the woman 
with the little black car who had been tasked with keeping 
the establishment chasing shadows. 

"Works for me!” I said busting out laughing. 

"I'd watch that movie,” said a grinning Santo. 

"If anyone is going to write this script, it should be us!” 
said Ryker still smiling at the mental image of Betty White 
behind the wheel of Poyson IV. "But that would mean 
having someone tell us the whole story,” he said giving me 
the side-eye from the chair beside me. 

"I don't even know the whole story,” I began. "I can't tell 
you guys what I don't know and the story isn't even over 
yet. I'm just one of many, one who happens to have a little 
car and who likes road trips. But I'll tell you what, Ryker, 
when it's all over. I'll write down everything I know and send 
it to you to turn into a movie script...complete with 
soundtrack suggestions,” I said. 

"I'm gonna hold you to that,” he said biting into his 
apple. 

We fell quiet and, staring into the fire, lost ourselves in 
our own thoughts for a while. The citronella candles burning 
around the fire kept the mosquitoes away and perfumed the 
humid air. The smell transported me back to my childhood 
in Florida - The Garden, the Suwannee, the swamp...What is 
it about childhood memories that makes them so vivid, so 
defining? I wondered. Is it because they are so pure, so 
devoid of the multiple inputs that are part of adult 
experiences? Childhood memories - good or bad - are so 
focused and specific, was it because we had the time then to 



really savor the sights, sounds, and smells that went into 
creating the events tattooed on our memory? 

Chili stirred and pulled us all out of our reverie. He 
stepped out from under George's chair and looked up at her 
as if to say, “I need to go do my business, walkie please." 

George smiled, attached a leash to his halter, and walked 
with him to the weeds and grasses that grew at the edge of 
the old parking lot. 

"Do you guys know why there is a random parking lot in 
the middle of nowhere out here?" I asked picking up my 
plate and George's and our two empty beer bottles. 

"I think they were going to build a box store out here 
back in the mid-2000s, but the economy tanked, the 
housing crashed, and the money dried up. I think they build 
this paved area first to use as a staging area for the 
construction of the store, then they were going to resurface 
it and paint it for parking," replied Ryker following me 
towards the food table. 

Santo was close on our heels and the three of us bagged 
up the trash, boxed up the beer bottles for recycling, and 
started putting away the food. 

Everything tided up, we made our way back to the chairs 
by the fire to wait for Qi-Tara and Whichblade. In low voices, 
we shared memories of our early years and our dreams for 
the future of The Americas, Canada, Europe, Russia, The 
Middle East, and points beyond. 



Chapter XLIII 


July 26th, 2017 

Somewhere in North Carolina 

The next morning, after some campfire scrambled eggs, 
toast, tea, and coffee, someone fired up a radio to listen to 
the news... 

Our mouths hung open. Inspired by my posts the 
previous day, or all of their own volition, people had decided 
to take back their power in a few very visible ways. 

The news reader was breathlessly reporting on long lines 
outside of banks that had begun to swell overnight. People 
were calmly waiting in line, laughing and discussing closing 
their accounts, she reported. 

Ryker rolled the dial to another station on his battery 
powered radio. People were pulling cash from their accounts 
in major cities, and possibly in smaller ones but no one was 
reporting from those area. Groups of soldiers and bikers and 
off-duty police were forming escort barriers to prevent 
robberies as individuals exited banks. People were 
discussing on Hisser what they were doing with their cash to 
protect it, bank managers were declining to comment, and 
had the stock market been functioning - it would have been 
shitting the bed. 

Qi-Tara opened up her phone to get a visual from news 
sites online. We huddled around her like lizards clinging to 
a sunbaked rock. As usual, the big names in news were 
holding off on reporting, probably waiting for permission 
from the White House (eye roll), but smaller outfits were 
scooping the Washington Mast, LA Tribune, and Chicago 
Breeze, by putting out video, live Hisser posts, and curb-side 
interviews showing the extent of the run on the banks. It 
was real... 

“Go to Hisser," I whispered. "Go to @_Carnyx." 



Qi-Tara opened the app and typed the handle into the 
search bar. My post about emptying banks had over ten 
thousand reposts and just under forty thousand likes. 

“This was you?" Whichblade asked, her eyes the size of 
tea saucers. 

“Nope, not me...I mean, I might have made an itty-bitty 
suggestion, but this is free will. Baby," I said feeling a little 
giddy. 

“Look at this," said Santo who'd opened his own phone to 
read news. “It's not just the banks. People are committing 
acts of vandalism. You didn't suggest that, did you?" 

“No, absolutely not. What are you seeing?" I asked 
walking over to peer over his arm. 

He was scrolling through Hisser after searching a hashtag 
- #NontoxicVandalism - that had been used in dozens of 
posts put into a trending moment. Thousands of Hisser 
users, in a half-dozen countries, were using the hashtag 
attached to photos of images and words drawn overnight in 
chalk and washable nontoxic children's paint on walls, 
windows, sidewalks, and in the street. Some were demands 
for resignations of specific politicians, executives, and 
judges. Some were throwbacks like “Kilroy was Here", “Tear 
Down this Wall!", and “Just Say NO!" A few people had 
chosen to simply write “Carnyx!" And of course, the French 
had taken to the movement with their usual artistic flair - 
my favorite being an image of Asterix serving a platter of 
sausages to Trottel, the UK Prime Minister, and the French 
President, the package for which lay on the ground behind 
him labeled, caca boudin. 

Some people had drawn and painted pictures of suns, 
animals, and flowers. A few instillations of a more avant- 
garde nature, ones using police tape, vinyl decals, props, 
and cardboard cutouts to stage vignettes of famous scenes 
from books, movies, and history graced street corners, cafe 
patios, parks - as Santo scrolled we saw images of scenes 
from To Kill a Mocking Bird, Le Comte de Monte-Cristo, 
Fiashdance, Monty Python, and a transformative version of 



the Battle at Bannockburn in which Saltire wielding Scots 
led by Robert the Bruce took on a Trottel effigy wearing a 
sign around its neck that read Toom Tabard. 

It was all a huge nontoxic message - ecologically and 
socially. During the night, thousands of people had used 
safe mediums and non-offensive language to communicate. 
No pollution, no hate. But they were making it very clear - 
we can get to you, we are here, you can't control us 
anymore. Somehow a collective of people had organized 
this hashtag, agreed on non-destructive artistic messages, 
and left no trace of who they were or if they'd be back. It 
was a powerful moment to consider. No violence, no 
destruction, no looting, burning, or beating...Just a presence 
that would be silent no longer. No one could call for curfews 
or police to roll in on tanks, no one was going to start 
scouring video footage from every store that sold chalk, or 
demand that online retailers turn over all data on anyone 
who'd purchased tempra paint in the last fifteen years - 
there had been no real crime, the evidence could be washed 
away with a baby wipe. But it was a show of power - the 
power of numbers, the power in the cover of darkness, and 
the power in peaceful civil disobedience. If an underground 
had organized an international secret graffiti night - imagine 
what they could do with different tools. 

We stood in our courtyard reading posts and news stories 
trying to process the information we'd taken in...I for one 
wanted to sing and dance, but held back my elation because 
I had no idea what my new-ish friends thought of all this. 

“This is bat shit crazy and I love it!" said Ryker. “Are you 
Carnyx? I mean, is it just you? Did you take down the stock 
exchange? Did you find all the dossiers?" he asked me. 

“We're all Carnyx now," I said obtusely but with a wink 
that left him with more questions than answers. 

“Things are gonna get nuts," said Whichblade. “If people 
commit to this, we're going to see what America and some of 



our cousins are made of...this is like the Boston Tea Party on 
steroids.” 

”1 worry for Mexico's people,” said Santo scrolling through 
his phone. "Our government and the drug families settle 
everything with murder. I am not seeing anything 
happening in Mexico or South America. My people are too 
afraid to fight anymore.” 

I walked over and put my arm around him. "They will 
gain strength from what we do here and what happens in 
Canada and Europe. We'll have to figure out a way to send a 
message to the countries under even more oppressive rule, 
that we are fighting for them too. Maybe if we can clean our 
own houses, leaders in other countries won't have cover for 
their corruption and abuses anymore.” 

"I hope you are right, Hermana,” said Santo laying his 
head on mine. 

"Santo, how many followers in Mexico do you have on this 
Hisser thing?” asked Qi-Tara with a wicked look in her eye. 

"A couple hundred,” he replied. "And a few hundred more 
between America and Canada. 

Qi cocked a finger at us and motioned for us to follow her. 
She led us to the back of her trailer and opened it. Boxes 
and boxes imprinted with one word faced us...Crayola! 

I squealed and clapped my hands like a five-year-old on 
Christmas morning as I saw her evil plan unfold. 

Ryker, Whichblade, and George looked from the boxes to 
the giant black canvas we stood upon. 

Santo broke into a grin, grabbed Qi and started salsa 
dancing her around the group of us, ending in a dramatic 
dip beneath the boxes sitting in her open trailer. 

At the end of the parking lot closest to the road, we 
painted and chalked a message in six-foot-tall letters using 
the colors of the Mexican flag. 

jViva la Revolucion! 

-Carnyx 



Whichblade sat atop Santo's shoulders and snapped a 
picture of our message on his cell phone for him to screen 
capture and crop to alter the metadata and post out to his 
1500 worldwide followers later, after he'd put some distance 
between himself and the parking lot. 

Feeling like we'd accomplished something, we started to 
head back to our little camp carrying our art supplies. 

We broke down our little site in silence. There wasn't 
anything left to say. We all had jobs to do, and it was time to 
get on the road. 

Law enforcement would be busy today - an unbelievable 
gift for me. They'd be up to their eyeballs trying to track 
down Carnyx, fielding phone calls from panicked bank 
managers, and probably harassing anyone they saw walking 
around with so much as a pencil. My only worry was going 
to be Duke and his private dicks. But I had a plan for that... 

Shielded from view by the other rigs, George loaded Luka 
into her enclosed auto trailer to haul me to the airport in 
Wilmington. She had three other cars on board going to the 
same plane on which Luka and I also had a reservation. 
George had been in contact with the pilot, and even with all 
the chaos created by downed financial systems. Strikes, 
protestors, graffiti, and people cleaning out their bank 
accounts, he was still flying to England. 

“Guess I'll have to clean out my accounts when I get back 
in two days. Hopefully they won't have run out of money by 
then," he said in his text punctuated with a winking smiley 
face. 

Four of the rigs rumbled to life and rolled out to set off in 
opposite compass directions, each heading off to keep on 
truckin'. They let loose a couple short bursts on their horns 
as they left the parking lot. George, Chili, and I sat in an 
idling Poyson IV, the last to leave. 

“You ready for this?" asked George of Chili. 

Chili gave a little yip of encouragement and we were off. 



As we drove I decided to scratch an itch and asked 
George what she knew about Santo. 

“I don't want to pry, but, what's Santo's story? He speaks 
English better than most Americans, yet he's got a Mexican 
accent. I thought I saw a tattoo that looked like a US Marine 
Corps symbol on his arm, but I couldn't be sure. He spoke of 
his family, his people in Mexico - but he seems very 
American." 

George sighed and said, "That man got the shaft! His 
parents came to the US with Santo and his sister illegally in 
the '80s and worked as farm labor in California. The kids 
were both under ten, spoke only Spanish, and got jerked 
around from location to location as the parents had to move 
with the harvests. Something happened to his sister - he 
doesn't talk about it EVER, but the gist I got is she died in 
some sort of accident on a farm just a couple years after 
they got to the states. Anyway, when Santo was a teenager 
he enlisted in the Marine Corps. It was Desert Storm time 
and all the branches were waving citizenship as a signing 
bonus of sorts. Santo knew his choices as an illegal 
immigrant were - work in a restaurant doing dishes and 
getting paid under the table, work the harvests like his 
parents, go back to Mexico to live with extended family, or 
join the military and hope he got citizenship...He chose the 
Marines. He served for fifteen years - Desert Storm, then 
Afghanistan and Iraq. I honestly don't know how many tours 
he did. In 2006, he got hurt and it was enough to push the 
needle into l-ain't-workin'-here-no-more territory. He doesn't 
talk about it much but I gathered from the rare instances 
where he drinks one beer too many, he was sick of seeing 
friends die, sick of being used to make politicians, 
executives, and tribal leaders rich, and while recuperating 
from injuries sustained in and lED incident, he decided not 
to reenlist. He processed out and started looking for a job - 
but he didn't have a Social Security Number." 

"Wait, what?" I asked, shocked. 



“Yeah, his weasel of a recruiter promised all the 
naturalization and citizenship paperwork would be handled 
and that Santo wouldn't have to worry about any of it - “Just 
enlist and you're a citizen as long as you honor your 
contract!" he said." 

“Oh fer fuck's sake!" 

“Yeah. It was totally bogus. The recruiter took advantage 
of his poor education and totally scammed him. So, Santo 
started casting about looking for someone to help him figure 
out the citizenship problem while also looking for jobs that 
wouldn't ask too many questions. Luckily, he was in 
California where as long as you're willing to work for 
peanuts, the government and the employers don't really 
give a shit if you're legal or not." 

“Ain't that the truth! I always wondered why California, 
Arizona, and Texas blather on about illegals but do exactly 
nada to punish people who hire them." 

“Yeah, there's always some bullshit story about how hard 
it is to know for certain if a Social Security Number is fake, or 
a Green Card is fake - but when someone is willing to do 
back-breaking work in the summer sun for pennies it's 
pretty obvious they don't want to rock the boat for some 
reason." 

“Funny how that works. Also, funny how in every 
restaurant I ever worked, the owners get tipped off to raids 
and made sure some people didn't come to work that day, 
yet still feign ignorance when asked how they didn't know 
they had illegals working their food prep and dishwasher." 

“It's right up there with California giving a million illegals 
a driver's license. I'm fine with it, I'd rather they be required 
to at a minimum take a test to prove they can drive, but let's 
not fool ourselves that those million people are 
independently wealthy. Someone is hiring them...and it's 
usually the same Republicans who bitch about them being 
here - I mean, someone has to nanny their kids, pick their 
weeds, clean their pools, scrub their body fluids off hotel 



room walls, and harvest their crops,” said George spitting 
out words like she'd eaten an unripe persimmon. 

"So, Santo got a job? Did he ever find anyone to help 
with the naturalization process?” I asked getting us back on 
topic. 

"He did. He found a group of Vets in LA, they got in him 
touch with a lawyer, and helped him land a job. His parents 
were just worn out from all the years in the fields and moved 
to share an apartment with him outside of Sacramento 
where his job was. As a soldier, especially a single one, he'd 
had almost all of his needs planned and paid for by the US 
Military so he'd sent a lot of his pay to his parents over the 
years. They'd pooled it with the money they'd managed to 
save over the years and had a tidy little nest egg. The plan 
had always been for Santo to become a citizen then focus on 
getting his parents naturalized, but well, they were fifteen 
years behind and scrambling to catch up.” 

"Did the US government really deny him citizenship?” 

"Not right off the bat. His attorney submitted forms and 
photocopies and notarized documents up the wahzoo, and 
then it became a waiting game. While they were waiting for 
bureaucracy to haul its slow, obese, hungover ass out of 
bed, an asshole moved in next door.” 

"Oh good grief, this is like an episode of Worst of 
America!” 

"That'd be funny if it wasn't so damn accurate!” said 
George before continuing with the rest of the story. "Well, 
Asshole was a wife-beating, drug-dealing redneck who liked 
to park his pickup across three parking spots, scream at 
football games on the TV, and spew vulgar epithets at the 
cultural melting pot of residents who inhabited the 
apartment complex.” 

"I'm guessing Asshole wouldn't be able to define 
epithet?” I asked, familiar with the type of person she was 
describing. 

"That's the impression I got,” she said adjusting in her 
seat. "Well, apparently the local constabulary got sick of 



getting phone calls about Asshole's “friends" popping by the 
complex at 2 a.m. and pounding on the wrong doors looking 
to score, so decided to raid his place. They showed up one 
day in bullet proof vests, armed with hand guns, shot guns, 
and battering rams, and knocked down the wrong damn 
door! Rather than do any due diligence and get solid 
address info from, oh I don't know, the landlord, they used 
the apartment number most often supplied by neighbors 
calling to complain." 

“Hang on...most often supplied???" 

“Yup. It seems when a one-hundred-unit complex filled 
with people of advanced age and foreign origin call the po- 
po, they either don't give good info or give bad info. On 
purpose, by accident, who the hell knows - but it meant 
they busted in Santo's door and scared the crap out of his 
now-elderly parents. They didn't stop when they saw two 
shriveled Mexicans cowering on the couch, they just tore the 
place up, assuming they had the right address. Didn't 
matter the object of their search was a 6'2", 2001b white guy 
who lived off of bologna and Wonder Bread, they just 
ignored the fresh vegetables on the kitchen table and 
searched the bags of rice and beans in the cupboard like 
they were on the trail of El Chapo himself. By the time they 
pulled their heads out of their asses, the wife of Asshole had 
tipped him off, packed up what she could of their stash and 
dashed. During the cops' search, they'd found two edibles - 
two pot lollipops - and to save face, declared a righteous 
drug bust! Santo's mom admitted they were hers and that 
she used them to treat the pain from the arthritis she'd 
developed in her back - you know, AFTER PICKING 
STRAWBERRIES FOR DECADES," hollered George in 
frustration. “This all went down while Santo was at work. 
His door had been busted down, his house wrecked, his 
parents taken to jail until the DA could decide who to 
prosecute and ICE could check their immigration status. He 
got the low down from his neighbors and contacted his 
immigration attorney out of desperation. And then things 



went totally sideways...All three of them were given the 
option of criminal prosecution for possession and intent to 
sell or being deported. Santo was charged with intent to sell 
marijuana, and his naturalization application was cancelled. 
He'd served this country for fifteen years, his parents had 
made farmers rich and paid thousands in taxes, and for the 
crime of two pot lollipops Santo's mom admitted were hers, 
our government deported a Veteran and his parents. The US 
government allowed them to be used up like dish sponges 
by Americans, then tossed them out like trash." 

"How is Santo not death-to-America bitter?" 

"Good parents? Hell, I don't know. But I get the feeling 
he's going to embrace non-violent vandalism," she said with 
a grin. 

"Do you know how his parents fared?" 

"They're still alive and kicking. The nest egg they'd 
saved up had been locked away in a bank safe deposit box. 
Santo had emptied it and entrusted it to his immigration 
attorney before the two of them went to the jail to try to bail 
out his parents. When they took the deportation deal, their 
attorney went with them and muled the money across the 
border for them." 

"Classic," I laughed. 

"They've got a little house next door to some aunts and 
uncles - don't ask me whose aunts and uncles, I can't keep it 
straight, and Santo lives with them when he's not on the 
road. His US military service is revered down there and his 
language skills gave him lots of job options, he could have 
gone into the Mexican Army, law enforcement, private 
security, lots of things, but he chose trucking so he could 
keep a foot in the US. I think he's still in touch with his 
immigration attorney and trying to get a pardon for the 
bullshit charge they deported him on...but with Trottel in 
office and the current climate, well, I doubt he's holding his 
breath." 

"Makes you wonder why he couldn't get it done before 
2017. What the hell were Governor Moonshine and O'Barry 



doing for the years they were in office?” 

”lt's all about who you know, how much money you've 
got, and if you can get the LA Tribune or Washington Mast to 
pay attention. I swear, 98% of media these days is opinion 
pieces and endorsements instead of factual investigation 
and unbiased reporting - I can't tell if it's because 
Americans are so dumb they can only process tripe or if it's 
because that's all that "journalists” can write.” 

"I have the same thought every time I see one of those 
celebrity rags at the grocery store - I always wonder who the 
hell buys that crap and why anyone produces it. If no one 
bought it, the publishers would go out of business or have to 
change their format from creepy as fuck stalker shots of 
celebrities' children and cellulite to one covering stories of 
substance. Imagine if people demanded the truth about the 
teachers at their children's school or the sealed documents 
in the opioid pharmaceutical trials. Imagine if instead of 
endless drivel about the coven of actresses who went some 
night club, readers demanded photos of the activities of 
jerks who scrape our data to build files on all of us, and the 
creeps who buy them. About the only thing I care about in 
celebrityville is whether or not an actor, musician, author, 
director, whatever is a raging dick, because then I'll know 
not to buy his or her "art”, but I could give a rat's furry ass 
about their wedding, their divorce, or their weight! Do 
people buy this trash because it's all that's available or 
because they really like it? How do people care more about 
which celebrity is cheating on whom than they do about 
who's teaching their kids and who's spreading lies about 
vaccines???” 

"It's all backasswards, isn't it?” George asked, 
exasperated. 

"Word,” was all I could say. 

We drove on in silence, lost in our own disbelief at the 
state of the nation, until George received a Hisser 
notification - Frangois had seen a post from Santo and in a 



quoted post, cc-ed it to the whole gang, asking, “Is Carnyx 
Mexican? ;)“ 

Using George's phone, I scrolled through the responses to 
Santo's post of the image Whichblade had shot earlier. His 
followers had replied with images of their own from around 
the world, images of new #NontoxicVandalism pieces from 
their neighborhoods. I responded on George's behalf - “Yo 
no se. But they sure seem(s) to get around, don't' they? ;)'' 

“I'll send some pics of pieces I've seen up here in 
Canada," he replied. “It looks like Carnyx must have 
borrowed Santa's sleigh with all the messages they've 
managed to leave in the Americas and beyond in one 
twelve-hour period. ;-P" 

He followed with a post containing an image of a chalk- 
drawn Canadian flag flying across four lanes of highway and 
signed -Carnyx that he must have pulled off his dash cam. 

Then came a second post that read “The Native Nations 
are joining the revolution!" and included an image painted 
on the side of a white semitrailer - a half-shucked ear of corn 
and an orange butternut squash both standing upright in a 
mound of mixed beans, signed -The Three Sisters of Carnyx. 

I read the post aloud to George and showed her the 
imaged as she steered us east. She just grinned and nodded 
like she understood perfectly. 

“Care to share with the class?" I asked clicking the “Like" 
heart on his posts. 

“He painted that his damn self! It's his trailer! It's his 
tattoo! The man's got balls driving around with that on his 
rig if he tries to enter the US, although he'll probably just 
claim his trailer was tagged while he slept," she laughed. 

“His tattoo?" I asked thoroughly confused. 

“He has that exact image tattooed on his left shoulder 
blade. Those plants are the Three Sisters of Native American 
farming tradition. He got the tattoo when he was a teenager 
in honor of three women - his grandmother, mom, and 
sister; and his ancestry. It's his only tattoo. He designed the 
image himself. Hardly anyone ever sees it, he just happened 



to take his shirt off one day at the ranch to go swimming 
during one of our summer get-togethers.” 

”His heritage?” 

"I'm not sure the exact details, but I think he's Iroquois.” 

"But his name is Frangois!” 

"His parents wanted him to be able to blend in in his 
Quebec schools so they gave him the first name Frangois, his 
middle name is something in his native language I can't 
pronounce that basically translates to the scent of sun- 
warmed, dried pine needies." 

"I love that smell!” 

"Right? So anyway, my guess is someone was a busy bee 
after seeing Hisser this morning and now he's driving that 
rig of his across Canada sending a message to indigenous 
people that this revolution is for everyone.” 

"Looks like some are getting the message. He's got a 
post earlier in his feed where he posted a photo of his trailer 
with the hashtags #ThreeSisters, #Carnyx, and 
#NontoxicVandalism, and it's already been reposted dozens 
of times.” 

"Oh man, this is going to get real really quickly. I hope 
We the People have the backbone to stick with the fight, if 
they do, we've got a chance to really fix things...but if 
people just cheese out after a day like they do with all their 
one-day marches and walkouts, the politicians will put such 
a stranglehold on citizens going forward we'll have to get 
permission just to take a crap,” said George turning over 
scenarios in her head. 

"Yeah, we kind of get one shot at this. But I've always 
contended there are more of us than there are of the 
cackling crazies. What is it about human nature that will 
cause people to keep following "leaders” who lead them 
deeper and deeper into hell?” I asked thinking of the 
minority of very loud people who were surely waking up to 
all this rebellion and screaming about it being un-American. 

"Right? I mean, how do people look at their raw deal of a 
life and NOT blame the politicians and corporations who 



create the shitty working conditions, pollution, bankrupting 
healthcare costs, and rotten education? Do they really 
believe that it's the fault of illegal immigrants? Are they so 
pudding-brained that they think illegal immigrants created 
the horrors of coal mining and defunded education? I guess 
when you can't do basic math, you really can't grasp higher 
concepts like illegal immigrants don't control state and 
federal budgets!" 

"Oh, didn't you hear, it's because of illegal immigrants 
and black people being on social benefit programs that we 
can't have nice things. All the money is going to keeping 
illegals and blacks living in penthouses on Park Avenue!" I 
replied with an eye roll. 

"That GOP juice is some strong shit!" said George shaking 
her head. 

"You've really got to wonder how these die-hard 
Republicans rationalize the fact that no matter how many 
times they elect the same old GOP trolls, the only thing that 
changes is that politicians get richer and richer and their 
supporters get poorer and sicker. I don't know about you, 
but when someone comes to my door and asks for a 
donation, then rolls up a week later in a brand-new suit to 
ask for more money, then comes back again in a brand-new 
car to ask for more...I start to feel like maybe I'm being 
played," 

"The Dems are good at that game too," said George with 
a shrug. 

"Don't get me started!" I said ready to launch into a rant. 

"Go on girl, get started," said George egging me on with 
a smile. 

"Suffice it to say, both parties are corruption stuffed 
cannoli. The GOP wants to keep ninety-nine percent of us 
poor and enslaved, grateful for any scrap they throw us. The 
Dems on the other hand want to raise wages, but we'll never 
see any income increase because Dems will use higher 
wages as a pass through to collect more taxes for all their 
programs that only benefit their corporate donors - they 



give us the illusion of making more while stealing it for their 
buddies. And neither party wants to actually solve 
anything, they just want to tell you who's to blame for the 
problem so you'll stay busy hating people rather than sitting 
down with them to fix shit. Both parties are so out of touch 
with reality they think Blockbuster still rents VHS tapes!" 

"What are we gonna do about it?" hollered George like a 
cheerleader. 

"Pull our money from the banks!" I hollered back. 

"What are we gonna do about it?" she hollered again. 

"Go on Strike until they listen to us!" I hollered back. 

"What are we gonna do about it?" she hollered again. 

"Um, draw shit in the street?" I asked at a loss for what 
else we were gonna do. 

"Yes! Actual shit! We'll draw actual shit in the street!" 
she exclaimed and dissolved into giggles. 

George hit play on her stereo. As Poyson IV's tires 
growled down the highway we sang along at the top of our 
lungs to l/l/e Are the Champions by Queen. The song ended, 
True Colors by Cyndi Lauper began, and we drifted into our 
own thoughts... l/l//7y does this song always make me cry??? I 
wondered. 

I was still worried about Duke, but less so with Luka 
tucked up in the back of George's trailer. I watched the road 
for any vehicles pulling U-turns across the median or 
hanging out behind us too long, but nothing out of the 
ordinary tickled my Spidey senses. 

I thought of all the movies where, a half hour before the 
end, there's some huge car chase down sidewalks and 
through traffic, where dozens of cars get smashed, countless 
people get mowed down, and usually some jackhole starts 
firing a gun out a window. What the hell Is that all about? I 
always ask myself. It's not realistic and it's stupid as eating 
mercury dipped raisins. I mean, what spy or criminal or 
superhero or treasure hunter or security agent wants to draw 
that kind of attention to themselves or run the risk of their 



car getting disabled in a crash? What kind of asshole would 
injure all those innocent people? Who the hell travels 
around in a caravan of black SUVs or in a flashy sports car 
and thinks - Yeah, / blend in, no one will notice I'm up to 
shady shit I settled back into my seat a bit and closed my 
eyes. No chase scenes for me please. I'll just quietly fly 
right under their idiot noses. 

Three hours later George pulled up on the tarmac of 
Wilmington International Airport in North Carolina to unload 
her trailer of cars onto a cargo plane destined for 
Birmingham, England. 

“Otis! You in here?" George hollered into the open 
tailgate of the plane. 

I sat in the cab with Chili and waited for the signal from 
George. 

Finally, she and Otis, I assumed, walked down the ramp 
from the belly of the plane and to the back of George's 
trailer. 

George appeared at my door, standing on the running 
boards and asked me to hand her the envelopes of keys and 
paperwork for each car she kept in a plastic file box behind 
her seat. “We're all good to go," she said. “Otis has to log 
this paperwork into his own system, and I'm gonna start 
loading cars on the plane...You wanna help?" she asked 
knowing full well I would. 

“I get the Aston!" I called after her as I clambered out my 
open door as she walked to the back of the trailer carrying 
the box of keys. 

“Okay, you can do the Aston if you walk Chili while I 
move out the cars in front of her and Luka," she said 
laughing as she peaked around the corner of the open trailer 
doors. 

“DEAL!" I said knowing full well I'd equally enjoy both 
tasks. 

Chili and I wandered in the grass at the edge of the giant 
plane parking lot. He took his time sniffing and leaving pee- 



mail, and I absorbed the late afternoon sun of my last hours 
in America. 

Otis was a man of few words. 

George had explained to me as we'd driven that he'd 
been a US Air Force pilot during the Gulf War and as a result 
hated the military machine but would throw himself on a 
grenade for a fellow service member. He'd taken the gig as 
a cargo pilot for a private company that specialized in 
transporting the inane possessions of the wealthy as they 
traded them between each other because it allowed him to 
keep flying - a vocation he was highly trained in and loved, 
and it paid well. "Otis's dad was a West Virginia coal miner 
and his mom worked every job she could find to help make 
ends meet. Otis lived for his parents and they for him and 
his little sister, Beth. Otis had vowed to go to college and 
make enough money to support all of them. He'd done the 
JROTC program in high school, won an Air Force ROTC 
scholarship to college, and spent fifteen years taking orders 
and listening to lies and cover-ups as his friends suffered 
and died because of bad leadership from the White House to 
the Pentagon during the Gulf War right through the wars in 
Iraq and Afghanistan. In 2006, he'd quit and taken this job 
and in 2008 his parents both died - his father from black 
lung and his mom a few months later from stomach cancer 
she'd waited too long to tell anyone about because she 
didn't want Otis to spend all his money to treat it after the 
rotten health insurance plan provided by the mine company 
had bankrupted them just fighting his dad's black lung. 

"When I first met him, in late 2008, his mom had just 
died. He was angry at everyone because he found out how 
much she'd been suffering for years while she was forced to 
spend all the money Otis sent home, just to keep his dad 
comfortable, " said George. "And in rolls me. I'd brought in 
a load of cars bought at auction by some LLC that was 
having them shipped to Switzerland. I pulled up near the 
plane, found the pilot - Otis - and gave him the paperwork 



on the cars. He flipped through it, shoved it back at me, and 
stalked off towards a hanger. Chili and I waited an hour for 
him to come back but he never did so I went looking for him. 

I finally found him sitting on top of a big metal drum of oil or 
fuel or something, leaning up against the hanger wall, 
staring into the distance like he was hypnotized. I stood in 
front of him and waved, I clapped my hands, but nothing 
snapped him out of it. He'd obviously seen something in the 
transport papers I'd given him that set him into this 
catatonic state, so I figured they'd break him out of it too. I 
pulled them from my back pocket, unrolled them and started 
reading...When I got to the name of the contact person for 
the LLC, he hopped off his drum and shouted into the wind, 
“That scum covered chicken shit murdered American 
soldiers and now he's buying overgrown Hot Wheels with 
money he stole from American taxpayers?? And I've got to 
fly them to Europe for him? I'm gonna ditch the plane in the 
damn Atlantic!" 

“Look, Otis, is it?" George had said, “Seems to me, we 
could just piss all over the inside of the cars and you 
wouldn't have to parachute out of a perfectly good plane." 

Otis had looked at her, blinked, and busted out laughing. 
“You, Madame, are brilliant," he said and offered her the 
crook of his arm. “What do you say we fill up our tanks and 
get to work?" 

“So, Chili, Otis, and I loaded up in Otis' pickup and went 
to have an early dinner. Over lots of iced tea and burgers on 
the patio of a diner near the airport, we just talked and 
talked. We unloaded years of broken hearts and loneliness. 

I told him about my husband, he told me about his family 
and friends. It all just came tumbling out. It felt good to 
talk about old ghosts and say names of people we didn't 
want to ever forget but who no one wanted to ask us about 
for fear of opening old wounds. He explained how he and 
his sister help military veterans using most of his salary, and 
I explained how I quiet my memories by driving Poyson IV. 



We understood each other. We've been friends ever since - 
it's been, what, nine years now?" 

"What was the name on the transport documents that set 
him off?" I'd asked knowing the answer before she confirmed 
it. 

"Duke Redmond. I'll never forget the name after what 
Otis told me about him. Ever heard of him?" 

"Unfortunately, yeah. I've heard of him," I'd replied 
leaving it at that. 

I sat in the co-pilot's seat itching to ask Otis about Duke, 
but I minded my manners. I almost blurted out that he was 
helping me escape from Duke, but I held my tongue. 

"So, exactly why am I helping sneak you out of the US?" 
he asked breaking the silence. 

Because I'm Carnyx. Because Duke Redmond is after my 
ass. Because certain people might think I'm behind the 
military Strike happening right now. "Um, well, because 
George asked you to?" I replied. 

He chuckled. "Well, you're right there. I'd do anything for 
that woman. So let me rephrase. Why did George convince 
me to help her help you sneak out of the US?" he asked 
fishing around in a compartment to the left of his seat for 
something. 

"Honestly?" I replied, "Duke Redmond is looking for me," I 
said, ripping off the sticky bandage. 

His head whipped around to stare at me with fascination 
and confusion written on his face. He composed himself 
quickly and asked, "What'd you do?" 

"It seems I may have pissed off Trottel and inspired him to 
sic Duke on me, well, me if he knew who he was looking for, 
mostly he's looking for my car," I said with a shrug. 

"You? You're Carnyx? You're behind the military Strike?" 

"No, no no...the military Strike has nothing to do with me. 
That's organized by active service members and vets who 
are setting their own agendas and protocols. I may have 
helped spread their message a bit...but no, that's not me." 



“But you're Carnyx? You're a hacker? You exposed 
Cunningham-Tyllson? You took down the stock market and 
the IRS? You exposed all those files on people? You just 
posted all those investigation stories about the people 
who've been spying on us all these years?" 

“No, most of that definitely wasn't me. I wouldn't know 
software from a soft-boiled egg. All I may have done is 
operate a Hisser account that may or may not have shared 
information that was anonymously shared with me," I said 
coyly. 

“Just a messenger, is that your story?" he asked laughing. 

“Story? I have no story. I'm just an old white woman 
heading home with her little car after visiting friends in 
America," I said smugly. 

“And I'm Neptune, King of the Seas," replied Otis rolling 
his eyes. 

“Really? Where do you store your Trident on this thing?" I 
asked looking around the cockpit. 

“I see why George likes you," he said laughing. “What 
are you going to do about Duke," he asked getting suddenly 
serious. 

“Nothing. That guy is going to flame out. My car is the 
only lead he has and she's going straight into a garage after 
we land. Plus, worst case scenario, even if he finds me, he 
can't stop what's happening. Carnyx may have started out 
as a one woman show exposing operations like Cunningham- 
Tyllson, but now it's growing and evolving on its own like a 
living organism." 

“So you're done? You're retired and leaving your baby to 
be raised by society?" 

“I won't be done until our demands are met, until Trottel 
and the US Congress are cleaned out and we have 
competent leaders in place to protect the US. I hope other 
countries pick up the torch and demand real leadership too. 
But there's not a lot more I can do. I mean, there are a 
couple more things I'm going to do..." I said drifting off as I 
recalled my to-do list. 



“So you know Tara and Mark?" he asked slyly. 

It was my turn to be shocked. “Who?" I asked trying to 
hide it and obviously failing as evidenced by the smirk on 
his face I saw when I turned to look at him. 

“You're their friend in San Diego, aren't you?" he asked. 
“The one who showed up and gave them seed money to 
relocate and helped Mark find work." 

“I, oh hell...yeah, that was me," I said realizing the jig was 
up. “How on earth do you know them?" 

“I may be retired from the military, but I'm not out of it if 
you know what I mean. I got involved with the first military 
Strike in May of 2016 and met them through mutual friends. 

I got the impression they knew more about Carnyx then they 
were telling us, but I didn't care enough to dig into it at the 
time. Talking to you just now it all came together." 

“You ever get the feeling the world is about this big?" I 
asked making a tiny circle with my fingers and thumb. 

“Maybe it's just time for good people to come together 
and fix things. Maybe it's serendipity." 

“I hope you're right, because I don't think my heart can 
take it if this fails. People have got to wake up and reclaim 
their lives or it's just going to be a long, slow fall into 
misery." 

“Then you better keep up your posting and keep people 
informed and connected. They need someone offering them 
solutions and prompting action, someone who drowns out all 
the hate and fear and endless opinions and what-ifs - 
basically all the radio blah-blah as Freddie sang." 

“It almost feels like it's within our grasp, doesn't it? Like 
if we keep up the pressure we can clean out our corruption?" 

“Some say nature abhors a vacuum. If we get our wish, if 
the leaders step down, we better be prepared to fill those 
spots with honorable people or we're going to be right back 
to sleeze central pretty quickly - opportunistic parasites are 
always standing by to fill the emptiness with their toxic 
ooze." 

“Yeah, that's my next assignment..." I began. 



“Oh really? Do tell. You've chosen replacements?" 

"Well, not me, I haven't chosen anyone, but I've got a list 
of suggestions to be floated so the public has a chance to 
vet them on their own and decide whether to rally around 
them as interim leadership until we can organize elections 
and convince good people to run for permanent positions." 

"Hells bells, I better get you on the ground soon then - 
you've got important work to do. Madam Carnyx." 

"Well don't hurry too much. I'm kind of enjoying being 
up here knowing that for the next few hours anyway, no one 
but you knows where I am." 

"Fair enough. We've got two hours until we land - what's 
your heart's desire? I'm at your service." 

"Can I fly her?" I asked looking at the yoke in front of me. 

"Hell yes!" he said and proceeded to give me a Flying for 
Dummies crash course. 

"It's about that time," said Otis as he began performing 
his landing protocols checklist. 

We were about to land and although he had paperwork 
on Luka, I wasn't exactly on his manifest. I left my cockpit 
seat and strapped into one of the jump seats in the cargo 
area. As soon as we landed and began taxiing I secreted 
myself behind a false wall in a cabinet bolted to the frame of 
the plane and waited for Otis to come get me. 

I heard voices mumbling as customs agents inspected the 
plane's cargo and checked paperwork. 

I crossed my fingers that none of them were on Duke's 
payroll and on the lookout for a car fitting Luka's 
description. I beat myself up for taking the risk of bringing 
her home! You could have just flown home like a normal 
person, crammed into a tiny chair, wedged between an 
obese woman and a man who hadn't showered in a week, 
watching reruns of Aif on a seat-back screen! But nooooo... 
you had to keep Luka! 

Otis popped open the panel behind which I stood silently 
berating myself. 



“All clear!" he said smiling. 

All my doubts evaporated and I stepped out ready to get 
to work. 

We collected my bags from their cubbyholes around the 
belly of the plane and loaded them into Luka's empty hatch. 

"I thought we'd get some breakfast," said Otis as I shut 
her hatch. 

"Sounds good," I said. "But I'm buying," I continued, 
remembering the stack of British Pounds I had tucked in a 
pocket of my bag. I slung my messenger bag across my 
body and walked with Otis to his waiting Jeep. I was 
desperate to get home and see Jesse, Lexie, and the dogs, 
but I was feeling a little woozy from lack of sleep, lack of 
food, lack of tea, and an overdose of adrenaline. 

He looked at me like he was going to argue, shrugged his 
shoulders and said, "Okay, but I'm not a cheap date." 

"Feel free to order all the fry-ups you want," I said easily 
falling back into British colloquialisms. 

"I heard from Marv," said Otis as we walked across the 
tarmac to group of cars parked together in a huddle. I tried 
to guess which one was his as he continued talking, "He'll be 
here in about an hour to load the cars for delivery, then it'll 
be about two hours until he gets them to the warehouse 
where they'll be picked up by the owners or their agents. I'll 
supervise the load out while you wait at the diner, then I can 
drive you to the warehouse where you can pick up your car 
like any other customer - better than you driving it off the 
airport grounds and getting picked up on some surveillance 
camera Duke can tap into," said Otis pressing a remote to 
unlock the doors on the blue Jeep Wrangler I'd already 
picked out as his. 

"Works for me," I said as he hopped in the driver's seat 
and fired up the Jeep's engine. 


Stuffed full of scrambled eggs, toast, roasted potatoes, 
and tea, I leaned back contentedly in the booth and 



watched Otis finish his eggs, grilled tomatoes, blood 
pudding, and coffee. 

When the bill came I asked for some more hot water and 
asked if the waitress would mind if I stayed to read a bit 
even though Otis was setting off. 

“Any friend of Otis is welcome here as long as they want," 
she said and walked off. 

“You're a popular guy around here...that's impressive for 
a Yank," I said raising in inquiring eyebrow. 

“My mama raised me right," was all he said in response. 

I just smiled and shook my head as I fished out a £50 to 
pay the bill. 

“Do you prefer to be paid in dollars or pounds," I asked as 
I slipped the £50 into the tray holding the bill. 

“I'm not taking your money," he said into his coffee mug. 

“And why not?" I asked sitting back and crossing my arms 
across my chest. 

“Because I don't need it and because you'll use it to help 
people like Mark and Tara." 

“How about I give it to you and you use it to help the 
people like Mark and Tara I don't know about?" I countered. 

Now it was his turn to sit back with his arms folded across 
his chest. 

“You dare use logic to get me to suppress my chivalric 
nature?" 

“Mama didn't teach you about girls like me, did she?" 

“No, Mama couldn't have imagined girls like you!" he said 
reflecting on all he knew about what I'd done. 

“So, dollars or pounds. Mama's boy?" I said laughing and 
reaching into my bag of tricks. 

“How about half and half? I've got people on both sides 
of the pond who could use a little cash right now." 

“I can do that," I said counting out bills inside my bag. 
“Are you heading back to the states soon?" I asked. 

“Tonight. Mark and Tara have an assignment for me on 
Saturday," he said mysteriously. 



“Do they now?" I asked trying to imagine what move the 
military Strikers might be plotting next. I merged the rest of 
my currency into one envelope, slipped the bills for Otis in 
to the now empty one, and handed it to him. 

I didn't get chance to ask him for details because we 
noticed everyone turning to focus on the two TVs mounted 
over the bar. 

The Non-Toxic Vandalism movement has continued into 
another day here in the UK and in France, said the 
newsreader. 

We expected to see more images of chalk and finger-paint 
art, but instead chuckled into our mugs at video of snarled 
traffic caused by abandoned cars and street dancing. Yup, 
folks had parked their cars on motorways forcing people to 
merge into single lanes each direction. The cars sat, hoods 
up, displaying signs demanding the resignation of the entire 
Parliament and Prime Minister, a revamp of the NHS to make 
it strong again, school funding, clean environment laws, the 
abolition of the monarchy, and no tax on tampons! They'd 
been clever enough to also use cones a mile or so behind 
the cars to close lanes at an angle from the outside to the 
inside lanes to prevent crashes. 

On surface streets, it was like a 21^* Century remake of a 
scene from Fame. Traffic was at a standstill as people of all 
ages danced on benches, utility boxes, cafe tables, 
sidewalks, and in crosswalks. Signs demanding privacy 
laws, political resignations, corporate accountability, and 
NHS funding were propped up, taped up, and strung up 
along the route. Old-school boom boxes and tiny Bluetooth 
speakers pumped out music from every decade. As the BBC 
cameraman walked down two blocks we saw a group in day¬ 
glo dancing to Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go, another in 
shorts and bikini tops - including the guys - working it to 
Jessie J's Do it Like a Dude, one cluster in torn jeans and tank 
tops following Billy Idol's Dancing with Myself, and a group 



of grandparents and their grandkids shaking their groove 
thangs to You Should Be Dancing by the Bee Gees. 

Back in the newsroom, they cut to aerial footage of 
similar scenes in France. It was like an international flash 
mob. 

“Wonder what New York is gonna look like in a couple 
hours," I said quietly to Otis. 

"I wonder what kind of bricks are being shat out in D.C., 
London, and Paris right now," replied Otis with a grin. 

The babbling buffoons on the telly cut to interviews with 
irate Oxford graduates talking through their clenched jaws 
about how disappointed they were in the British people for 
behaving in such an undignified manner and preventing 
hardworking people from getting to their jobs. 

One of our fellow diners took umbrage with the sentiment 
and hollered at the TV, "Shut yer gob, you lobotomized bell 
end. If it wasn't for your kind, we could all have nice things, 
you twat!" 

Otis and I joined the round of applause and cheers that 
erupted in the diner. 

"This is going to be fun," said Otis getting up to leave. 
"I'll be back in a bit to collect you. I think you'll be in good 
company here," he said with a wink as he walked away. 

Alone, and safe, for the moment anyway, I used the 
Thought Stone to let Lexie know I was in England and would 
be home late that night. I had probably a ten-hour drive 
ahead of me after I finally got on the road - whenever that 
would be. 

Tell Dad TH keep in touch with you and let you know how 
it's going. I won't have a phone on while I'm driving. 
Reasons. 

K. The dogs will be so happy to see you. Cowboy says 
you've been checking in with them. 

I didn't want them to think I abandoned them, I told her 
almost choking up at the thought of breaking their little 
hearts by leaving them. 



They know. The understand. As much as they can 
anyway. But they'll be so glad when you're here In person. 

Well shouldn't be too much longer and then I'm never 
leaving again! 

Famous last word - never. 

Yeah, well I mean It. I'm done with this nomad crap. I 
want my own bed for the rest of my life. 

All I heard was my daughter laughing in my head, and 
then she was gone as I removed my hand from the stone. 

She thinks she knows me so well, I thought to myself. 
She probably does, I conceded. I'd never be happy sitting 
still - but dammit, I'd move mountains to sleep in my own 
bed every night! 

I was bummed I hadn't gotten a chance to ask Otis about 
the reason he was returning back to the states so quickly, 
but there was another way I could find out. 

I wasn't quite ready to turn on my personal cell phone - 
not until I got home and it wouldn't be tracked tower to 
tower as Luka and I headed back to Scotland, but there was 
no reason I couldn't use my Carnyx phone, the one Oliver 
had given me back in San Francisco. 

I pulled her from the metal mesh lined pouch she shared 
with my personal phone and fired her up, glad I'd placed a 
new SIM chip with Oliver's masking program in her before I 
left North Carolina. I turned her on and unlocked with my 
passcode - Touch ID and facial unlock my ass! Last thing / 
needed was for someone to unlock any phone of mine with 
my finger or a picture of me - and / don't even have much 
of value on my phones, unlike all the people who do their 
banking, nanny camming, and menstrual cycle tracking on 
theirs. Nope - you want to break into my phone, you're 
gonna need to shoot 1,000,000 six digit codes at it and 
hope you get In before you hit try eleven because the phone 
will erase Itself 

I opened 1001 Nights anb sent a message to Tara. 



How's trix? 


I sent a message to Oliver. 
rm baaaack!;) 

I sent a message to Max rather than use the Thought 
Stone. 


Arrived alive. Will check in when I get home. 

And I sent a message to Jesse. 

Change the sheets and kick out your girlfriend, 
I'm coming home!;) 

I sat back and sipped my fresh cup of tea, watching 
Trottel and Brexit supporters on TV in the UK rail impotently 
against the larger part of the country who were finally 
finding their voice. 

My phone vibrated and I had read my messages in Jinn. 

Drive careful, Wife. Let the kid or me know when 
you're dose and I'll come meet you in the garage 
to unload the car, wrote my always practical 
husband. 

Welcome back. Friend. Things are getting 
interesting. I think we may see each other soon, 
wrote Oliver mysteriously. 

Oliver will have information for you. Stay safe. 

-Max 


Laura! wrote Tara. So good to hear from you! 
We're holding the line, but the opposition is dug in. 



Hearing scuttlebutt that some in Congress are 
freaking out about this non-violent vandalism and 
the Strikes and protestors, but the old guard of the 
cesspool has been convincing them to wait it out. 
They're actually telling anyone who will listen, 
including reporters, that it'll be like all the marches 
of the last few years and people will just get bored 
and go home. The military leadership is a bit more 
concerned this is a real problem - but they still 
think they can demand respect and obedience if 
they can just get us in a room and threaten us. 
We're planning our own vandalism to show unity 
with the civilian Strikers. Stay tuned.;) 

I messaged Jesse back our standard "K" response, left 
Oliver and Max until later when I'd arrived home, and wrote 
to Tara, Met Otis yesterday. I'm sure he'll tell you ail about 
it. Good luck. Let me know if i can help. ~L 

I saw the time on my phone as I closed the 1001 Nights 
app - 9 a.m. local time...Sf/// too early for any news out of 
the US, I thought. But soon, I told myself and smiled into 
the steam of my mug. 

Two hours later I was in a warehouse somewhere north of 
London screwing Luka's UK plates back on for the first time 
in nineteen months. I was almost home. 

Otis and I said goodbye, promising to keep in touch 
through Tara or George until this was all over and we could 
communicate freely and openly, and I was off. 

I followed a route avoiding major roads and cities which 
would be chock full of cameras to which I was sure Duke 
would have access. It would take a little longer, but it was 
worth the peace of mind. 

I switched from iPod input to radio to check in on the 
happenings in the US now that dawn was cracking on the 



east coast of North America. 

Just like in the UK and France, Americans and Canadians 
had organized to shut down major roadways during the 
morning commute. In New York, the non-violent vandals had 
gone a step further than their European cousins and 
combined the traffic jam with the dancing flash mob. People 
were getting out of their cars on the Brooklyn, Manhattan, 
and George Washington Bridges, to dance on and next to 
their cars - all of which were sans license plates and sporting 
Demand signs propped up against open hoods and trunks. 
Tunnels were blocked by cars turned into boom boxes. 
According to the exasperated radio host, it was spreading 
like an infection. People who hadn't been in on the plan 
joined the dancers in their area of gridlock so that nearly 
every single person was part of the program. Police couldn't 
get through to the blockages, much less round up and ticket 
everyone - assuming they could prove it wasn't just a bunch 
of cars who all stopped working at once. 

The station cut to reporters on the ground who were 
reporting by phone in real time - I could hear the music in 
the background - Freeway of Love by Aretha Franklin, Shut 
Up and Drive, by Rihanna, and No Parking on the Dance 
Fioorby Midnight Star. 

I laughed out loud in my little car at the mental image of 
hundreds of people bringing New York to its knees by 
dancing in the streets, er wait, sheets - then of course I 
wondered if somewhere in New York that song was being 
played. 

With Shalamar singing in my head, I listened to the local 
reporters tell their English outlets that signs were going up 
on windshields demanding K-12 education be fixed, college 
be made affordable, Trottel to resign, specific members of 
Congress to resign, the military be supported in their 
demands, corporate accountability, new tax laws. Medicare 
buy-in available to all, and communities built to help the 
homeless, just to name a few. 



I felt like veering off and joining the protests along the 
Ml, but I knew it wasn't safe for Luka and I to show up on 
television. 

The newsreader on the radio switched away from the 
reports in New York to run down the list of things that had 
happened since July 13 *^ _ stock markets closed down, the 
IRS offline, credit bureaus and data agencies offline, military 
Strikes, student Strikes and protests outside the offices and 
homes of politicians and corporate executives, a continued 
run on banks that was leading some banks to discuss closing 
branch offices to slow the bleeding, a day of non-violent 
vandalism, and now a morning of civil disobedience. He 
commented on the lack of response from governments in the 
UK, EU, and the US. I could only imagine what kind of 
meltdown Trottel was having. 


July 27th, 2017 
White House 
7 a.m. local time 

“How are these people doing this?" bellowed Trottel from 
the living room in the residence as he watched multiple 
television screens showing images of major US cities 
brought to a standstill by dancing citizens and parked cars 
blocking roads, highways, and freeways all displaying signs 
of various materials demanding Trottel's resignation. 
Congress's resignation. Medicare access for all, privacy, 
equal rights under the law, legalization of drugs, education 
reform, help for the homeless, and no more tax on tampons. 

Confused by the question, his daughter asked, “Doing 
what? Dancing?" 

He glared at her and snapped, “Organizing! How are they 
organizing???" 

“People talk. Sir," said his Chief of Staff walking into the 
room, having been summoned an hour earlier. 



“I know THAT! But this can't be something they came up 
with on their own! This must be that bastard Rasar or the 
Democrats or that fucking Carnyx!" 

“Of course, Sir," replied his sniveling minion. 

“So, what are you going to do about it???" shouted 
Trottel. 

“Do about it. Sir?" 

“I want them arrested for disturbing the peace, or 
blocking traffic, or just make something up and get them off 
the television, they're taking away my air time, the media 
should be listening to me and I can't even get anyone at 
Rudock News on the phone to tell them to stop broadcasting 
this. And I want this Carnyx group in Guantanamo!" ranted 
Trottel. 

“Well, Sir, that might prove impossible. Duke is searching 
for Carnyx with limited success. And there are just too many 
protestors. We couldn't get tow trucks in there to tow the 
cars much less get it done before they moved them 
themselves. Dancing on public property like sidewalks, 
crosswalks, in parks, and the like isn't illegal..." 

“Then I'll make it illegal! And I want the internet shut 
down. If these people are communicating over the internet 
to organize these events, I want the internet shut down! Get 
someone in legal to write up two Executive Orders. Public 
dancing is now illegal and the internet has to be turned off!" 

“Sir, I'll do what I can, but it may take some time." 

“I want it done by 10 a.m. so that it's illegal in California 
before they wake up and get any ideas about doing this 
too," ordered Trottel thinking that 7 a.m. was well before 
alarm clocks went off just because he didn't get dressed 
before 11 a.m. most days. 

“I'll try Sir." 

“Get the cops on standby. I want them rolling in with 
tanks and water cannons and tear gas and those bag bullet 
things. Tell them they have my permission to use real 
bullets if anyone resists. This ends today!" 



Trottel's daughter caught the eye of the Chief of Staff as 
he left the room to wake up everyone he could track down. 
They both silently agreed it was a good thing the American 
public - hell, the citizens of the world - didn't hear what just 
went down. 

“Daddy, I'm going to go start making phone calls," said 
Trottel's daughter standing and walking towards the door. 

“Fine, fine," said Trottel picking up his cellphone to call 
Rudock News and tip them off to his plans to arrest 
protestors for dancing in public and impound their cars, and 
shut down the internet to get control of the country again. 


July 27th, 2017 
10 Downing Street 
12:30 p.m. local time 

“He did what?" exclaimed the Prime Minister. 

“He's gone on telly and told Rudock News that he's 
shutting down the internet and is making dancing on public 
property illegal," replied a shocked aide, repeating what 
he'd just told his boss seconds before. 

“That man is a bloody idiot! All he has to do is do like us 
and let the peasantry dance in the streets every fifty years 
or so then they go back home and shut up for another 
generation. These people,” continued the PM with a wave at 
the telly in the office, “they'll be back to ordering takeaways 
and watching Eastenders reruns by morning. They're like 
children, you must just let them have their tantrums every 
now and again and burn themselves out. At least this time 
they aren't being destructive. Anyway - what does my 
schedule look like today?" 

“Back to back meetings about the negotiating directives 
for Brexit, a lunch with trade representatives from the US, a 
few phone calls, and a dinner meeting with three MPs about 
the Grenfell Tower fire investigation - it seems their 



constituents are unhappy with Sir Moore-Bick and the scope 
of the investigation.” 

"Those Grenfell people should be happy we're 
investigating at all. If they'd just work harder they wouldn't 
have to live in council towers and we could tear them down! 
Everyone wants a handout. I'm not going to be bullied into 
appointing a different chairman - we need Moore-Bick to 
conclude what we need him to find, that it was the fault of 
the tenants. People like that do not belong in Kensington 
and Chelsea. We really must find a reason to remove council 
housing to more remote areas. Can you get me a 
preliminary report on the cause and Council exposure to 
liability?” 

"As you wish,” said the aid leaving the room. 


July 27th, 2018 
Palais de L'Elysee 
1:30 p.m. local time 

"Trottel is going to shut down the internet?” asked the 
French President laughing. "I sincerely hope he tries just so 
I can watch him fail. He is going to make dancing illegal? 
Why is the man so stupid? Someone must have dropped 
him on his head. Repeatedly. And given him lead pacifiers 
to suck on,” said the President turning off the television and 
turning to face her aide. "What does the rest of my day look 
like?” 

"You asked us to schedule meetings with protestors from 
this morning. We are having a difficult time establishing 
contact with any leader, they seem to be operating as 
independent groups, but the people with whom we have 
spoken are amenable to meeting with your representatives.” 

"I suppose it is quite clear what they want. We really only 
need to read their signs to understand their demands. I am 
just not sure the government can agree to any of them. The 



people want things to remain as they were, but the world 
has changed.” 

"Only because we have let it,” said the aide mostly to 
herself. 

"What do you mean by that?” asked the President. 

"Well, I, um,” MerdelXhe aide thought to herself. What is 
it the Brits say, in for a penny, in for a pound? "I just meant 
that we've let technology destroy jobs and security. We've 
let corporations poison the water, the land, and the air. 
We've let other countries perpetuate wars that make a 
handful of people very rich while driving people from their 
homes to the shores of Europe. We've let our priorities get 
out of synchronization with the needs of our people. It's 
become impossible to call ourselves civilized when faced 
with the evidence of our barbarism,” she summed up in one 
breath. 

The President just stared at her, mouth slightly agape. 
"Your words have truth,” she said after what seemed like an 
hour. "Maybe it's time I started speaking to these dancers 
instead of politicians and lobbyists and corporate leaders. 
Maybe it's time to join the dancers,” she said clicking the 
television back on. "Tell Pierre we're going out. Find me a 
park or another location with a large open area. We're going 
to invite the people to come and speak to me instead of the 
other way around.” 

"Yes, Madame President. How will you invite them?” 
asked the aide, worried about navigating the clogged streets 
to try to communicate with large swaths of the citizenry. 

"Hisser, Mademoiselle Minet. I will post an invitation to 
come and be heard. I will invite Carnyx as well. Find me 
that park. And tomorrow we will go to another one outside 
of the city and let those people speak. And the day after 
that yet another. I do think it is time politicians began 
listening to the people they are elected to serve,” she said 
looking under papers for her cell phone. 

"It can't get any worse than it is now,” said Mme. Minet as 
she walked to the door excited to see what was to come. 



“Oh, but it can," said the President to the door the aide 
closed behind herself. “It can get much worse." 



Chapter XLIV 


July 27 th 2017 
Somewhere in England 
12:30 p.m. local time 

Luka and I settled in for the long drive home. Music 
simmered in the background - Ella and Louis, Frank Sinatra, 
Dean Martin, and the Andrews Sisters filled the car with a 
mood that smelled like pipe tobacco, whisky, and Grandma's 
chocolate chip cookies. 

My mind began to bubble like the water in Grandma's old 
percolator, bouncing from topic to topic - probably a 
combination of jet lag, adrenaline withdrawals, and the 
knowledge I'd finally be home with my family after being 
gone so long. 

For some reason, it settled on the word Hope. What is it 
about hope? Is it purely a human construct? Do animals 
have hope? Do they keep searching for their babies 
poached from their dens by chicken-shit hunters? Do they 
get up every day hoping they will find them? Do they 
wander fire scorched landscape looking for a bit of food or 
water to keep going because they have hope they will find 
their family and reunite? Or do humans just call the base 
instincts like survival and family bonds "Hope" because 
that's what they were taught to name that drive to get out 
of bed when all seems lost or that nagging feeling that 
pushes parents to find answers to why, how, when, where, 
and by whom their child was kidnapped or murdered. What 
is that little tiny light in the back of our minds that even in 
the darkest times, when you just don't care anymore, when 
you feel like everyone hates you and everything you do 
sucks and you just can't go on one more minute - what is 
that little spark that flickers and whispers to you, "But wait. 
What if you try one more time and that time it works????" 
And is it just me, or does that little light grow bigger and 



bolder when you find others are in the same place? Do we 
feed each other's hope light? Did some assholes - probably 
some old, white Christian Jerks - realize that they could 
extinguish hope by separating us, by dividing us into 
warring factions who hated each other based on nothing but 
contrived differences? i mean, who came up with blaming 
jews for the woes of Christians? What, are we really 
supposed to hate Jews because they understood they could 
grow a strong community and make a little money by giving 
their neighbors interest-bearing loans? Like Christians 
haven't for hundreds of years committed the sin of usury - 
look up the CEOs of the biggest banks...these greediest, 
most corrupt men and women of society are often Christians 
- yet somehow, we're told to blame Jews for our financial 
problems? The Catholic church told its members to turn 
their backs on family members who took soup from 
Protestant relief groups during the Great Hunger in Ireland, 
and to turn their backs on their daughters who got pregnant 
out of wedlock and ignore the pleas of children who told 
their parents they'd been raped by members of the clergy. 
Who the hell decided that Whites should hate Blacks and 
that Blacks should hate Hispanics? Why are men 
programmed to think women are inferior and why are 
women told they have to have a career and children 
simultaneously or they aren't real women? Why did we give 
all our power to people who want to keep us alone and 
afraid and submissive? Why are we allowing ourselves to be 
enslaved by gadgets and expectations to stimulate our 
economies? When Native Americans were hunted, 
enslaved, and murdered - did they walk the Trail of Tears 
propelled by that little flame of hope? When Africans were 
rounded up by rival tribes and sold to white men who 
chained them in the bellies of ships and sold them to 
farmers like nothing more animate than a shove! or saddle, 
did they survive because that little fire of hope whisper to 
them, "You can be free again! Don't give up!” Aren't we all 
in the same quicksand being beaten by a bag of dicks 



making money off our misery? Had America and the UK and 
France found the abiiity to set aside aii the buiishit and iight 
each other's hope fiames? Did the brightness of hope 
finaiiy burn iike it did during the American Revoiution, the 
French Revoiution, and when Queen Liz i got iucky and the 
weather kicked Spain's ass in the Channei? 

I'd come close to giving up so many times in my life. Not 
like killing-myself-giving-up, but just not-giving-a-shit- 
anymore-giving-up. it aii seems so hopeiess so many times 
in iife - boyfriends dumping you, girifriends stabbing you in 
the back, parents treating you iike something they stepped 
in, empioyers abusing their power over your iiveiihood, in- 
iaws treating you iike you aren't good enough...on and on. 
But we stiii get up and get dressed and sometimes we 
reaiize it's not us - sometimes we reaiize that boyfriend was 
jerk, and that girifriend was a bitch, and parents can suck 
and it has nothing to do with you as a human being - it's 
their own defects. Sometimes we report those crappy 
empioyers, and we teii our rude in-iaws they can't come 
over for Christmas anymore. Because there's that iittie 
spark in the back of our minds that whispers, "You got this. 
You're not aione. i'm here and there are peopie out there 
who get it - you Just have to find them and untii then, 
beiieve they're out there." There is something so primai 
and resiiient about hope - but it can so easiiy be neariy 
extinguished by evii. 

I thought of the tens of thousands of people who had 
taken to the streets in Europe and the US that day, and the 
people who had drawn in chalk and painted with washable 
colors on sidewalks the day before...How had they found 
each other, I wondered. Was it as simpie as a group of 
parents chatting outside their homes, then caiiing a few 
friends, who caiied a few more, aii of whom ran into peopie 
whiie creating their Non-Vioient Vandaiism and inspired 
them to add their own? Had the peopie in Europe and the 
US shared pians or did they come up with the ideas 



spontaneously and independently? And what would they 
come up with tomorrow? 

Was all of this cause for hope? My flame was burning a 
little brighter every day lately 

I had some things I needed to do to keep stoking the fire. 
But first, sleep in my own bed, with my husband and my 
dogs, and squeeze the stuffing out of my kid, and check on 
my pub, I thought as I pressed the accelerator pedal a few 
centimeters. 

I caught the opening notes of Ellie Goulding's Burn thrum 
through Luka's speakers and cranked up the volume. On the 
asphalt edge overlooking a black-glass Loch Lomond - 
music, machine, and mortal became one. All the poseurs 
who think miles per hour is the ultimate drug miss so much 
of what driving is - anyone can drive fast, just like anyone 
can draw...but real driving, like real art, is something that is 
practiced and beautiful. True artists have intimate 
knowledge of their tools - be them brushes and paints, 
pencils, cans of spray paint, thread and looms, music chords 
and vocal cords, telescopes or microscopes, or injectors, 
clutches, and brake pedals...they know their instruments, 
they know themselves, and they feel a compulsion to push 
the boundaries of imagination. If I'd taken the time to think 
about it, I would have felt actual pity for the people who 
think living is risking everything for a quarter-mile sprint up 
a crowded freeway, but I was in the moment, one of those 
rare perfect moments when everything around you slows 
down and you feel yourself part of the entire universe - 
where every cell of your body is synchronized with the 
elements of the cosmos and you're both anchored and free. 

The song changed - Under the Milky Way by The Church 
bought me another five minutes of magic. There was no 
need to throw the car into violent turns or stand on the 
brakes at the last minute, this was driving in its purest form 
- controlled, smooth, graceful, airborne but terrestrial. 

And then spell was broken. The song changed to / Drove 
All Night by Cyndi Lauper as I approached tail lights of 



another driver - the first I'd seen in a half hour. I settled in 
behind them and thought of home. And of all the poor souls 
who would never understand that the desperate 
exhibitionism of Fast and Furious was no match for the 
spiritual confidence of Initial D. 

There's nothing like the smell of your own home - your 
people, your pets, your furniture, your books and blankets, 
layers of misted perfume and warm candles, and in my case 
the added bonus of fresh baked bread, bowls of fruit, dish 
soap, and fire wood...all of it hit me like a child rushing out 
to hug a parent who has been away for too long as Jesse 
opened the backdoor that led from the patio into the 
kitchen. 

He'd stayed up, sitting in the dining room reading, 
waiting for my small rectangular headlights to come around 
the corner. 

I saw his shadow before I saw him. He opened the garage 
door with a remote and I parked Luka in her spot as if I'd 
never left. It had been over a year and half since I'd last 
parked in this garage, but everything was exactly as I 
remembered it - including the cluster of cobwebs under the 
workbench I could see perfectly from my driver's seat. I 
wondered how many generations of spiders had been born 
under there since I'd left as I shut down Luka's engine and 
turned off her headlights. 

Jesse opened my car door. “Wife," he said as a means of 
greeting. 

“Husband," I replied exiting the car. 

“How was the trip?" 

“Oh my DOG, have I got story f/mefor you," I replied with 
an exhausted smile using one of the many phrases Jesse, 
Lexie, and I had tainted, or at least slightly tarnished, over 
the decades for our own devices. 

“I'll put a pot of water on while you shower then," he said 
with a schoolboy's excitement, knowing that “story time" 
meant catching up on the months of meaty details. 



swearing, exasperation, and hours of laughs we'd missed out 
on. 

And just like that, we were back in our groove. After 
nearly three decades together we had our own shorthand 
and emotional radar - we knew each other's tells and right 
now he wanted to know everything he knew I was bursting 
to tell him. 

We stayed up all night. We sat in the kitchen at the big 
wooden prep table talking and laughing and showing each 
other pictures on our cell phones until the glow of the sun on 
the eastern horizon told us it was time to start propping for 
the breakfast crowd. 


July 28th, 2017 
The Tree 
Oban, Scotland 
5 a.m.-ish. 


We heard a rumble from the stairs in the dining room just 
before Lexie and the dogs burst into the kitchen - the dogs 
had slept in her room and had woken up, sensed something 
different, and demanded she go with them to investigate. 

I sat down on the floor and Pixie and Cowboy leaped into 
my lap, wagging, barking, licking, and sniffing all at the 
same time while Lexie and Jesse looked on laughing and 
trying to talk over the din. It took a full ten minutes for 
them to fully check me out and determine it was really me 
and that I passed inspection. Confident the pack was finally 
all back together, they allowed their bladders to get a word 
in edgewise and walked to the back door to be let out. 

Lexie opened the door for them and they shot down the 
three steps onto the patio and wandered to the garden area 
for their morning constitutional. I stood in the doorway 
watching them and taking in the changes I'd missed the 
night before. 



“Who put in garden beds?" I asked. “And am I hearing 
chickens? I asked with an eyebrow cocked. 

“Heh, yeah. Dad put in the beds and built the chicken 
coop a few months ago. He wanted it to be a surprise, so, 
Surprise! He's cut down our food order bill by 50%. He's 
been growing tons of stuff for the pub - lettuce, tomatoes, 
beans. He tried watermelons - they're struggling a bit, but 
these long Scottish summer days may just give him a prize," 
said Lexie. 

The dogs kept stopping and looking back to see if I was 
still in the doorway. I considered moving away to help Jesse 
with the morning kitchen duties, but couldn't leave my post. 
In the last fifteen minutes, I hadn't thought once of the 
chaos of Strikes, protests, and non-violent vandalism. I 
hadn't thought about Augustine Survey, Trottel, Congress, 
the Prime Minister, or Parliament...It had all been forgotten, 
licked away by two tiny black dogs. 

Pixie and Cowboy, done with their walkabout, returned to 
the top of the steps to be cleaned up and retire to their beds 
in front of the fireplace in the dining room until the lull 
between breakfast and lunch when they would slip into their 
halters and go out to patrol the neighborhood with a human 
holding their leashes. 

They sniffed my ankles one last time and trotted off to 
the dining room. 

“I swear Cowboy looks extra cocky today," laughed Jesse. 

“You would too if you got to go take a nap right now," I 
replied yawning. 

“You can head upstairs and crash if you need to," said 
Jesse looking concerned. 

“Not a chance!" I said. “I've been looking forward to a 
normal day in my pub, with my family for over a year now. 
I'm not missing one second of this day! Put me to work. 
Boss," I said shoving a skewer into my hair bun and tying on 
an apron over the Jeans and t-shirt I'd put on post shower 
about six hours earlier. 



“Get cracking then," he said handing me a bowl and 
pointing me towards the two trays of eggs on the sideboard 
under the window looking out onto the patio. 

“Sir, yes Sir," I said saluting and going to the sink to wash 
up before prepping the eggs. 

Lexie gathered up pitchers for juice, setting them on the 
work table, and started the coffee maker working on a pot 
each of decaf, caffeinated, and plain hot water for tea, 
before heading back upstairs to change out of her PJs. 

I smiled as I recalled the days when I ran the pub by 
myself before Jesse retired and joined me, and now here he 
was Captain of the ship...For some bizarre reason the words. 
Just keep swimming. Just keep swimming, popped into my 
head. Did the writers of Finding Nemo discover one of the 
secrets of the universe? I laughed in my own head. 

There was a knock at the back door. I leaned over the 
table I was working at to look out the window. “I got it," I 
told Jesse with a wink. 

I washed the egg off my hands and dried them on my 
apron as I walked to the door. I pulled it open and had to 
catch a huge white box of pastries before the hit the ground. 

“You're back!" screamed Clementine letting go of the box. 

“You almost murdered a hundred cream puffs!" I 
screamed back. 

Jesse took the box of pastries and set them on the big 
work table Just as Clementine rushed me for a hug. 

“You Jerk! Why didn't you tell me you were coming 
home?" she scolded. 

“I assumed he'd tell you," I said jerking my thumb over 
my shoulder at my husband. 

“Hey, don't blame me," he said lifting his arms in 
surrender, holding his bread knife above his head. “I don't 
know what I'm supposed to know or not know," he said 
going to back to sawing bread for toast. 

"You could have told me," she said looking at my 
Hexensteine bracelet. 



“I hate doing that to people,” I said referring to my ability 
to drop into people's brains and start chatting at them. 

"Well for something like this, you do it!” she said only 
slightly irked at me. 

I put my hand on the Thought Stone and hollered in her 
head - I'm baaaack! 

She laughed and flipped me off American style. 

"Learned something visiting the colonies, did we?” I 
asked going back to my egg cracking. 

"Speaking of your colony - what do you suppose they'll 
be doing this morning to top yesterday?” she asked with a 
wicked grin. 

"I can only imagine,” I laughed. "When are you Scots 
going to get up to mischief?” I asked with a bit of snark. 

"Funny you should mention that,” she said opening her 
box of pastries to check on them. 

"Oh really???” said Jesse intrigued. 

"There might be a procession of ne'er-do-wells making 
their way south right now...” she said mysteriously. 

"Hey! I can be a ne're-do-well!” said Jesse acting insulted 
at having not been invited. 

"Well, if we'd known your WIFE was coming home, I'm 
sure AM would have conscripted you, but as it was, we 
thought you needed to be here to help Lexie run this place,” 
said Clementine gesturing at our little enterprise. 

"Okay, spill. Woman,” I said cracking another egg and 
emptying its contents into my big clear glass bowl. 

"Nope, I think I'm just gonna make you wait...as 
punishment!” she said opening the door to the patio. 

"You know I can just read your thoughts or AM's and find 
out, right?” I said laughing. 

"You could, but what would be the fun in that? Just wait 
for it...It'll be worth it.” she said with a wink and pulled the 
door shut behind her. 

I looked over my shoulder at Jesse who just shrugged and 
laughed. 



“Why do I feel like there's going to be bare bottoms and 
kilts all over television in a few hours?" I asked. 

"Because it's your superpower to always be right?" he 
asked laughing. 

Soon we were up to our eyeballs in breakfast orders and 
their delivery and we'd forgotten all about Clementine's visit 
- until we heard a ruckus from the dining room that sent 
Jesse and I, spatulas and knives in hand, rushing into the 
room. 

Two dozen Scots stood facing our bar singing Scots Wha 
Hae at the top of their lungs, with the help of two 
Chihuahuas barking from their beds. 

Jesse and I walked past the bar, towards the windows on 
the other side of the dining room, and turned to look in the 
direction our customers were focused. 

Two televisions I'd forgotten Jesse had told me he'd 
installed for football and rugby games were filled with 
images of hundreds of tartan-wearing Scots singing Scots 
Wha Hae along London streets. They lined the streets 
everywhere the cameras panned - some played the pipes, 
some wore drums; they all wore tartan in some form - hats, 
scarves, sashes, shawls, and a few kilts, and they sang in 
sync with each other as if they spoke with one voice. 

They, and our patrons, repeated the final stanza three 
times: 


Lay the proud usurpers low, 

Tyrants fall In every foe, 

Liberty's In every blow! 

Let us do or dee. 

And then they began the song again. Men and women, 
side-by-side along the streets, facing traffic, singing the 
words written by Robert Burns over two hundred years prior. 
The ranks of the singers seemed to grow before our eyes as 



new arrivals joined them from tube exits, shop doorways, 
taxi cabs, and crosswalks. 

Jesse and I returned to the kitchen, followed by Lexie and 
the dogs which she'd scooped up to shush their barking. We 
may have lived in Scotland for a few years - but we were far 
from Scottish. Standing in our own dining room, we'd felt 
like we were intruders upon a solemn moment. 

“So, I guess we know where Alasdair is?" I asked with a 
chuckle as Lexie popped the dogs outside into their little 
fenced play yard. 

“I guess so. All I know is, if I was English, walking about 
in London right now, I might leave my pompous-ass attitude 
at home. That many Scots infiltrating my town and standing 
in unity like that? Nope!" said Jesse, raising his hands in 
surrender. 

Suddenly there was a roar from the dining room and the 
sound of fists pounding on wooden tables. 

We flew through the door back into the dining room to 
find our guests laughing and cheering on their fellow 
countrymen - some of whom had apparently decided to 
moon Parliament and been caught on camera flipping up 
their kilts at their English overlords. 

“I guess you were right again," whispered Jesse as we 
giggled back in the kitchen. 

The mood in the pub was euphoric. It really didn't take 
much to get that flame of hope burning brightly. 

As Lexie and I cleared tables and took orders from newly 
arrived customers, the news reported that just as quickly as 
the Scots had materialized on the streets of London, they'd 
disappeared. Their tartan bits tucked into purses and 
pockets, they blended in with the Friday commuters and 
were whisked away on tubes, trains, busses, and in cabs. 
Roving reporters and cameramen interviewed visibly shaken 
Londoners who were unnerved by the guerilla tactics of the 
Scottish singers. Scots, on the other hand, being 
interviewed on the streets of Edinburgh, Glasgow, Aberdeen, 



and Inverness were basking in the feeling of putting the 
English on their back foot for once. 

I found myself doing the math to calculate the time in 
New York and California more than once, anxious to see what 
my fellow countrymen and women had up their sleeves for 
their Friday. It was still only 4 a.m. in New York, and the bars 
were still open in California, as our breakfast crowd died 
down to just a couple stragglers sipping the last of their tea 
and enjoying reliving the morning's excitement. 

As I left them their check and offered to refill their cups 
with hot water, I heard the tone of the announcer's voice 
change on the TV behind me. I turned to see what had 
happened now... 

Protestors in Germany have taken to the streets. They 
are demanding punishment of ieaders of scandai-piagued 
corporations and an end to the ceaseiess wars that drive 
immigrants from their homes to more stabie nations which 
can't handie the influx. They want the EU and the UN to 
take reins away from what they caii “the incompetent 
Americans and British"! Meanwhiie, in France, President 
Corday has begun meeting with protestors and 
demonstrators...we'ii have more on that in the next 
segment. 

I yawned as I entered the kitchen. "It's gonna be a long 
day. Husband," I said putting the pile of dishes next to the 
sink. 

"Well, you'll sleep well tonight. If you make it that long," 
he said handing me a plate of scrambled eggs and toast and 
pointing to a huge mug of steaming jasmine green tea on 
the work table, knowing I hadn't eaten anything in hours. 
"Sit. Eat." he commanded. 

Not one to usually take orders from anyone, I considered 
arguing and digging into the mound of dishes that needed 
to be rinsed and put into the dishwasher, but sighed and 
gave in. 



Lexie appeared from the backyard where she'd been 
checking on the dogs and joined us for a family breakfast. 

By the time we'd eaten, cleaned up the kitchen, and 
played with the dogs it was nearly 11 a.m. - which is to say, 
6 a.m. EDT. I was dying to know what, if anything, was going 
on now that that the east coast of America was waking up. 

Jesse turned on the tiny kitchen TV and we listened to the 
news as we prepped for lunch and dinner service. 

The morning shows were optimistic that the protestors 
and non-violent vandals had done what all dissenters always 
do - given up and gone home. The police had reported to 
them that there had been no signs of roadblocks or 
overnight art work. The general attitude of the talking 
heads was, 'Sure, people were still on Strike, but it was 
mostly just college students and they're always causing 
problems. They'll get bored and go home, or go clubbing 
and be too hung over to show up after today.' 

They didn't mention the military on Strike because they'd 
all had "experts" on the previous day who explained that 
the military Strike was a giant "nothing burger" and the 
"few" who had gone on Strike would have to return to work 
and face punishment because they couldn't afford to not be 
earning their paychecks. 

The media was playing its usual roll in the whitewash of 
everything - putting "sources" and self-professed 
"professionals" planted by political party "leaders" and 
public relations firms on the air and quoting them in stories. 

"What is it about these idiot producers?" I vented. "They 
get a phone call from some high-placed putz and put these 
sock puppets on the air, but they never put real people on to 
really start a discussion about issues. What the hell makes 
this fool qualified to talk about how people removing their 
money from banks, and college students going on Strike 
NOT being a big deal? He doesn't have a damn clue how 
many people have closed their accounts - even the banking 
industry doesn't know that because individual banks don't 



share that kind of information and they sure as hell don't 
report it if they don't have to because their share prices 
would tank. Nor does he accept the fact that these students 
might just be serious about not starting classes in the fall. Is 
it any damn wonder we haven't had a revolution since 
television, or even radio, was invented? As long as people 
listen to these over-paid flutters they'll always feel like 
rebellion is futile!" 

As I was about to launch into another round of ranting, 
Lexie came in the kitchen reading her cell phone. She was 
giggling and showed me her screen... 

Apparently, Hisser users were covering what morning 
shows wouldn't, couldn't, or hadn't gotten around to - 
people were exiting the subway in New York wearing masks, 
drivers were commuting wearing masks and had removed 
their license plates from their cars. Bus drivers and their 
passengers were wearing masks, motorcycle riders were 
wearing their helmets into office buildings and coffee shops 
effectively masking their faces. 

Every video and photograph showed scores of people 
going about their normal business, traveling to and from 
work, school, doctors' appointments, and buying their 
morning coffee, all while wearing costume party masks and 
helmets. 

Cities large and small were suddenly populated with 
dozens of Nixons, Clintons of both genders, Jimmy Carters, 
Iron Mans, and Yodas walking their sunflower and Casper the 
Friendly Ghost bemasked children to school. Zombies, Lady 
Liberties, and Guy Fawkeses poured from the subway exits 
onto the streets of New York. Freddy Kruegers and 
Deadpools rode the trains with Minions and Harry Potters. 
Nuns, Might Morphin' Power Rangers, ETs, and Mr. & Mrs. 
Potato Heads drove on freeways, parked in parking lots, and 
strode into work. SpongeBobs, Patrick Stars, Squidwards, 
Biebers and Beyonces poured into college classes taught by 
Chewbaccas, Kurt Cobains, Chers, Worfs, and Datas. 



Up and down the eastern states, citizens were exposing 
the illusion of security theatre - all the cameras and license 
plate readers in the world are useless if everyone is wearing 
a mask and removing their plates. Rumor had it that these 
folks had also shut down their cell phones for their 
commutes - pulling batteries or wrapping phones in foil or 
them slipping into security wallets - just to make the point 
that their electronic leashes can be slashed. 

The rebellion was far from over. The pundits had egg on 
their face and it was barely 7 a.m. EOT 

I admit I went back to work with a spring in my step - it 
warms the heart to see one's fellow humans finally shed 
their yokes and take back their freedoms. 

The post lunch lull brought more news. There had been 
more runs on banks. People were continuing to close 
accounts and it had even bled into the UK. Data analysts 
had set up Hisser accounts and asked people who had 
closed bank accounts to self-report their location and bank 
in an effort to track closures. It wasn't the most scientific 
thing in the world, but it was better than nothing and the 
statisticians running the show were allowing for a 
reasonable margin of error, but also doing their due 
diligence on accounts reporting closures by checking for 
suspicious bot activity. The data was pointing to tens of 
thousands of closed accounts with the largest banks being 
hammered the hardest while credit unions and local 
community banks dodging most of the bullets. 

I scrolled through my personal Hisser account and 
noticed a story no one had picked up yet - truckers were 
hauling produce and factory food products from farms and 
factories, directly to the most underserved across America. 
Sehor Santo posted that he was hauling fruit and veg from 
California and would be at a middle school in Compton by 2 
p.m. to distribute his wares to Strikers - free of charge. I 
couldn't tell if he was hijacking a shipment or if he was 



working in concert with suppliers and farmers to feed the 
Strikers, but I suspected it was the latter. And it seemed he 
wasn't alone. Dozens of other truckers posted their 
locations and many were thanking motorcycle clubs, off- 
duty law enforcement, and Striking military personnel for 
helping with calm, orderly distributions. There were a 
handful of videos showing family style cookouts in the 
parking lots of schools and empty stadiums - people had 
shown up with their tailgate equipment and started cooking 
the supplies right there to hand out to those in need. I could 
almost smell the beans, rice, roasted corn and peppers 
through my phone. I reposted and responded to dozens of 
posts as myself - but with only a dozen or so followers, my 
support meant nothing. 

I itched to log into Carnyx and get in the mix with that 
account's millions of followers, reposting and supporting 
everything I was seeing. I couldn't safely do it and I knew 
it'd be risky to ask Oliver or Donald to try - but I had an idea. 
While Jesse peeled potatoes to prep for dinner service, I 
slipped the Thought Stone under my tank top strap - any 
skin contact will do - and while I unloaded and put away 
dishes from the dishwasher, I used it to contact Donald for 
the newest password. 

After promising him I'd check in again later for a much 
longer chat, I turned my thoughts to Giles... 

Knock knock, I said. 

Who's there? he replied with amusement. 

Feel like taking the Carnyx Hisser account for a spin? I 
asked. 

Absolutely! 

Do whatever you like, but please take minute to repost 
the folks hauling food, providing the food, protecting the 
deliveries, and cooking for their communities. Plus support 
the folks doing the bank account closure analyses so that 
more people hear about it. And give some love to the folks 



sharing photos of the last few days of non-violent vandalism 
and civil disobedience. 

Will do. 

Are you sure you can find a way to log in that can't be 
traced back to you? 

Does the sun rise in the east? 

Okay then, you ready for the iogin info? Just so you 
know, this is a onetime password - it'll be changed within 24 
hours by someone somewhere...you probably know more 
about that than / do since it was Wick Burners who 
organized the whole protocol. 

Yeah, we don't have meetings and discuss every bit of 
minutia. There's not iike some annuai Burner meeting 
where we aii get together and do team buiiding exercises. 
You probably know more Burners than I do! 

You mean there's not a Burner directory published every 
year? A Burke's Peerage of Wick Burners with pictures and 
IP addresses? I asked with a note of snark. 

The first person to suggest something iike that wouid be 
disappeared, he said realizing that for as old as their loose 
knit community was, it was rather impressive it had never 
made it into one of the endless tomes or documentaries 
investigating Secret Societies. 

How oid is the Wick Burner organization, er community? I 
asked. 

Hard to say. I've seen some really old letters and books 
passed down in famHies that suggest it's been around for 
centuries in one form or another. / think it's Just human 
nature for some peopie to work behind the scenes to 
understand and influence things without being driven by 
ego to demand attention and accolades. It's all about 
sharing knowiedge and information with only the goal of 
helping people and protecting the future...Jesus was 
probably a Wick Burner! sa\6 Giles with a laugh. 

And on THAT note. I'm going to sign off. Have fun on the 
Hisser. You game if I contact you again about this? It seems 



like it's really important to lend Carnyx support right now - 
kind of help keep the momentum rolling wherever we can. 

Absolutely I'm in. I've got a couple one-time options for 
covering my posting tracks. I can take it on until you get 
back in the saddle. It'll be good for "them" to think Carnyx 
is still in the states, but I'll point them towards the borders - 
they'll be running around between the Canadian and 
Mexican borders to track down these Carnyx post origins. 
This is going to be fun, actually. 

Do / even want to know how you're doing this? 

Let's just say there are a few computers owned by some 
of the worst people on the planet and / can sneak In the 
back door, use their devices, and then close the door behind 
me as if it was never opened. They'll get a recta! 
examination of their entire life when Hisser provides their 
names as the source of the login. 

So, nothing Karma wouldn't have gotten to on her own? 

I am an agent of Karma, her will be done! he replied 
showing me a mental image of him snapping to attention in 
front of a mirror in his bedroom. 

I laughed out loud drawing Jesse's attention away from 
his potatoes. 

I've gotta go. Agent Dorkus, I said still laughing as I gave 
him the most recent password, told him to let me know in 
jinn when he needed another one, and pulled my bracelet 
from beneath my tank top strap. 

“Oh, that explains it," said Jesse realizing I'd been on my 
Orb phone as he taken to calling conversations I had using 
The Orb pieces. 

“Had to ask Giles for some Hisser help since I'm 
effectively AFK these days." 

“You don't have to be, you know" he said impishly. 

“I can't exactly log in from here without bringing MIS, 6, 
7, and 8 to our doorstep." 

“Well no, not from here...but a trip to the Continent might 
bring opportunity," he said, something firmly up his sleeve. 

“Spill, Husband. What are you up to?" 



“Well, I just thought it would be nice to run away with my 
wife for a little while. I could use a little vacation from this 
place, Lexie is here to take care of the dogs, and there are 
lots of tiny towns with internet in Germany, France, Austria," 
he said county countries on his fingers. 

"I just got home though. I'm so sick of hotels and other 
people's beds," I said with a sigh hanging up the dish towel 
on the oven and leaning my hip against it, exhausted. 

"Think about it, that's all. We could close up the pub and 
take off for a few days. See what's going on across the 
Channel with our own eyes, upload a few posts, play like it's 
1989 again..." 

"You do make it sound appealing. Maybe after I've had 
some sleep?" 

"I'm just saying - you're going to get the itch to get back 
into this the way things are going and I'm willing to help 
scratch it," he said coming up behind me and rubbing my 
shoulders. 

"We do make a good team, don't we? It might be fun to 
Bonnie and Clyde this thing for a little while," I said relaxing 
my shoulders and enjoying the moment. 

"Yeah, let's just not end up like them," he said smacking 
my butt and going back to his potato peeling. 


July 29 th, 2017 
The Tree 
Oban, Scotland 
Near dawn 

I woke up to the sound of Cowboy's little nose whistle 
coming from the dog bed in the corner of the bedroom. 

The sun had risen just enough to turn the black night sky 
an indigo blue. Everything was silent, except for Cowboy's 
tiny nose whistle. I drifted back to sleep and woke to the 
sounds of morning - birds outside the window singing to the 



dawn, Jesse running the tap as he brushed his teeth, and the 
dogs dancing around on the wooden floors by my side of the 
bed trying to get my attention. 

I reached over the side of the bed and pulled up Pixie 
first. As I was plopping Cowboy down on Jesse's side of the 
bed, Jesse exited the bathroom. 

“So that's how it is then? Home for a day and the dogs 
are in the bed? All the rules are out the window?" he said 
laughing and crawling back into bed with the three of us. 

“Yup, no more rules! The assholes don't live by them, 
why should we?" 

“Fair enough," he replied propping himself up against the 
head board. “So, are we opening for breakfast or are we 
playing hooky?" he asked looking at the clock. 

“Time to milk the chickens and weed the cows!" I said 
hopping out of bed. 

The dogs scrambled over the covers to me and I lowered 
them to the floor, put on a pair of jeans and a t-shirt, 
brushed my hair and teeth, slipped on a pair of sneakers and 
scooted out the bedroom door leaving Jesse to make the bed 
and finish getting dressed. 

Lexie had already gathered the morning eggs as 
evidenced by the small basketful sitting on the work table, 
and was in the kitchen prepping for breakfast. I let the dogs 
out the back door to do their morning business and tied on 
an apron. 

Jesse joined us and the morning quickly got away from 
us. Two waves of customers later and I realized it was nearly 
eleven o'clock. Still only 6 a.m. on the east coast and the 
bars are barely dosed on the west coast, I thought to 
myself. 

I was dying to know what Otis and Tara and the military 
were up to. Today was their day. It was also the day I 
expected Giles to take to Hisser. But it was too early to 
expect activity across the pond, so I distracted myself with 



local news droning on about Brexit negotiations as I bussed 
a few tables. 

“How is it that just yesterday we were having minute-by- 
minute coverage of Scots on street corners and Germans 
withdrawing money from their banks, but today all they can 
talk about are Brexit negotiations?" I asked Jesse as I walked 
back into the kitchen, bus tub in hand. 

"Media morons have the attention spans of dish towels. It 
doesn't occur to them to do anything but wait for things to 
happen that they can then cover as "breaking news". They 
don't grasp concepts like "investigation", following up to 
report on the outcome of stories they report on, and talking 
to average citizens to find stories of interest like real 
journalists do. Apparently, the only thing they can 
regurgitate today are rumors and leaks about Brexit 
negotiations. It must be what's trending on social media 
since that's where they go to steal their "stories"." 

"Is Brexit really the only thing people are talking about? 
Although, to your point, the news readers and their script 
writers don't exactly dig deep into what real people are 
talking about, they just live inside their little follower 
bubbles of fellow celebrities and politicians and other media 
personalities. Have you actually looked at Hisser today?" I 
asked. 

"Nope. Haven't had a chance. I imagine it'll be pretty 
quiet today since it's the weekend." 

"Wanna bet on that?" I asked, smiling. 

"Not with that look, I don't," he replied. "What do you 
know. Wife?" 

"Me? Little ol' me? Why I'm sure I don't know anything," 
I said in my best Southern Belle and fanning myself with my 
hand as I left the room with a bin of silverware rollups to 
reset the cleaned tables for lunch. 

Lunch was quiet. I turned off the televisions and plugged 
in my iPod to add some background music for our few 



regulars who preferred our cooking over the hassles of 
cooking at home. 

By two o'clock the pub was empty save for Jesse, the 
dogs, and me. I sat down at the work table in the kitchen 
and opened the Hisser app on my phone. 

“So, what did we bet earlier on the whole Hisser being 
quiet thing?" I asked my husband who was taking inventory 
of the pantry. 

“If I recall I wasn't dumb enough to take a bet..." he said 
laughing. “Why? What's up?" 

“Well it seems the US military members who have been 
on Strike have decided to take on the homeless situation. 
They have unveiled villages of small homes they've built on 
public property in rural and urban areas. They've built the 
tiny homes right under the noses of the cities. No permits, 
no permission. On both public land and, with permission, on 
private land. Apparently, they got donations from friends 
and former service members in construction and other 
business to build the little villages. They've got toilet and 
shower facilities set up, in the rural villages they've got 
areas prepped for individual gardens, and in all the areas 
they've got a medical tent set up to offer services. Military 
medical personnel are staffing the villages and offering 
physical and mental evaluations. Military vets are offering 
exams and medications for pets. Military families are 
stocking pantries with food for humans and their pets, all 
donated from other military families who run the relevant 
businesses..." 

“Seriously?" he said coming up to read over my shoulder. 
“Amazing!" 

“Right? Holy carp! There's Otis!! That's the guy who 
flew Luka and me into England!" I quietly shouted, pointing 
to a post with photos of Otis helping a man load up his 
belongings and his dog off a piece of old cardboard on the 
sidewalk into a car, followed by photos of the man getting 
out of the car at a village planted in a northwestern Florida 



field, followed by the man and his dog inside a brightly 
painted ity-bity home. 

Journalists from Mother Jones and Pro-Publica were on 
hand to document invitations to and arrivals of residents 
and all-in-all they were reporting many success stories and 
promising to embed with the residents to see the long-term 
effects of secure humane living conditions, medical care, 
and compassion on the homeless population. Politicians 
who appeared and tried to glom onto the spotlight were 
rebuffed by Striking military personnel acting as sentries. 
The screaming NIMBY trolls taking to social media to 
demand police evict the squatters and that their city 
councils raze the villages were ignored and drowned out by 
the tens of millions of people cheering on the Striking 
military for doing what no one else would. The silent 
majority of society had finally spoken and they wanted to 
give this option a try because even if it didn't work, at least 
it was something! 

Smart politicians hopped on the bandwagon early and 
were already setting up accounts to accept donations to 
maintain the villages long term. 

“You know what's weird? I haven't seen one soldier or 
sailor quoted in any of this," I said. “It's like they're just 
there, working in the background, getting shit done," I said 
to Jesse who was scrolling through his iPad's Hisser app. 

“You're right. Most of this is just documenting the process 
and the background and telling the stories of the men and 
women being offered housing. There's been no voice from 
the military - no spokesperson, no self-congratulating press 
conferences...they're just there working their butts off in the 
background," he replied, head hunched over his device. 

“That's the heart and soul of our military. Men and 
women who just get 'er done because it's the right thing to 
do. I wish some of them would run for office - but I guess 
real leaders actually lead. Real leaders can't stomach selling 
promises for donations and scrounging around in trash cans 
to come up with dirt on opponents. This is what real 



leadership looks like!” I said holding up my phone and 
showing him a photo of a lieutenant and a corporal dressing 
the enormous, angry leg wound of a freshly showered 
woman while a sergeant bathed her dog within her nervous 
eyeshot. The compassion made my heart cry. 

I toggled over to my Hisser feed and tapped the top to 
see the most recent posts of the people I follow...Right at the 
top Carnyx had just reposted the same exact photo I'd just 
shown Jesse with the caption: This is the REAL AMERICA! 

I reposted that knowing Giles would see it and said to 
Jesse with a chuckle, "Carnyx is on point today.” 

"What? You logged into that account from here???” he 
asked looking panicked. 

"No, no...Sorry,” I said unable to keep myself from 
laughing at his horror. "I've got people, you know,” I said 
with a wink and a swipe of the side of my nose with my 
index finger. 

"Well, let's see what else your people are posting about,” 
he said clicking on the Carnyx avatar to go to its profile 
page. 

"I wonder if I should change that avatar,” I thought aloud 
watching him bring up the page. 

"No way! It's part of your brand now, you're an 
Influencer,” he said laughing at the murderous look I shot 
him over the top of my glasses. 

"I got your Influencer right here. Sparky,” I said, flipping 
him the bird. "Stupid morons blowing their money on spray- 
painted turds buffed by vapid pirate hookers...” I mumbled 
under my breath as I opened Carnyx's profile page on my 
cell phone. 

Giles had been busy for the last hour. He'd given a signal 
boost to the homeless village stories being covered by good 
journalists, he'd encouraged followers to share their stories 
about pulling their money from the banks with the reporters 
collecting that data, and he'd engaged one-on-one with 
students on Strike, military families on Strike, individuals 



sharing their ideas for non-violent vandalism and safe civil 
disobedience. He did what the politicians all fail to do - he 
talked to the people. He disproved the myth that people 
with only a handful of followers are bots and exposed the 
fact that the real bots and liars and poseurs are the ones 
with thousands of purchased, often fake, followers. He saw 
the people who feel ignored and invited them to the 
conversation. In a show of support, I reposted a few of the 
people with whom he was talking, closed the app on my 
phone, locked the screen, and set it down on the table. Not 
much more I could be doing at the moment, and that 
bothered me. 

“Were you serious about a trip to the continent?" I asked. 

"Absolutely!" replied a surprised Jesse looking up from his 
iPad. 

"We should go," I said walking out of the kitchen and into 
the dining room. 


Saturday, July 29^^, 2017 

Some room in some government building 

Washington D.C. 

Noon EDT 

"The press conference will begin in a few minutes," said 
the young woman dressed in a black suit standing behind 
the small podium bearing the seal of the Office of the 
President. 

The room quieted down and a man in dress uniform 
specific to the U.S. Marine Corps took the podium. 

The media had been alerted an hour earlier that Trottel 
was calling a press conference. Everyone with media 
credentials who thought they had a chance of making it to 
the location in time dropped everything and raced to the 
address. 



Trottel had been mostly silent since the documents and 
videos exposing his conspiracy to commit treason and his 
ordering of the murder of American citizens had gone 
public...the media was on pins and needles wondering what 
he'd say and if he would take questions. 

The General spoke, “Good afternoon ladies and 
gentlemen. The President has asked me to update you on 
the status of our military and national security. It has been 
six days since a small portion of our service members broke 
their oath to their country and went absent from duty 
without leave. I would like to assure you and the American 
people that we have seen no indication this Carnyx 
cyberterrorist group has infiltrated our defense systems. We 
retain command and control over all systems. While we do 
not feel an attack is imminent, we want the public to rest 
assured that the US military is ready to follow the orders of 
the President. Thank you." 

“General! Have you met with the military Strikers to 
negotiate?" shouted one reporter. 

“No, there is no need, they are just a small group of men 
and women, a tiny portion of our military, who weren't cut 
out to be part of the world's finest fighting force." 

“General! How can you say it's a small group when we've 
seen their numbers on television?" 

“That is just fake news generated by media outlets using 
computer graphics and costumed actors hired to look like 
U.S. military personnel. That's all I have time for. Thank 
you," he said and left the podium to shouts of exasperated 
questions. 

The young woman in the black suit walked to the podium 
and said, “Ladies and gentlemen. President Trottel." 

Lightbulbs flashed, cell phones and digital recorders shot 
into the air, and the room fell silent. 



“Hello,” began the President. “Today I would like to 
announce the appointment of a new Supreme Court Justice - 
Mr. Eugene O'Henry. He comes very highly recommended 
from my friends in the Senate and I'm sure he'll go a great 
job. I expect the Senate will confirm him quickly and my 
great friends who supported my campaign can move forward 
their work getting rid of the horrible thing that is abortion. 
Thank you for coming.” 

That's /f.7 fifty people thought simultaneously, looking at 
each other in complete confusion. 

And then the shouting began. 

“Mr. President!” “Mr. President!” “Mr. President!” 

Arms shot into the air like overzealous school children 
hoping to be called upon to taste test the cookies the 
visiting chef just pulled from the oven. 

“Jim,” said the President pointing at one of his favorites. 

“Mr. President! Do you want to say anything about the 
documents and videos linking you to Augustine Survey, Mel 
Merchant, and the ordered assassination of the members of 
Carnyx?” 

“No, I don't want to, but I will. It's all fake news. 
Documents can be made on computers and you know, 
printed by anyone. Videos can be created out of thin air by 
Hollywood people. A handful of jealous people are trying to 
ruin me and they won't get away with it, the American 
people are too smart to believe what they hear in the media 
and from fake documents. They know they can trust me. I 
keep winning and some people are just jealous. We have 
the best economy, the best military, that's all you need to 
know.” 

The shouting and hand raising resumed. 

“Nancy,” said the President selecting another pet. 

“Mr. President! What do you say to the non-violent 
vandals?” 



“I say they should go to jail! They should be happy I'm 
the President and just go to work instead of creating traffic 
jams and drawing on walls like children. If they want to 
protest something they should do it on a weekend at their 
own home and not bother other people. Most people love 
me, they think I'm great and really smart. I think the media 
used some computers to make up a lot of the images we 
saw. I don't think there are as many protestors as you say 
there are. And I'll say one more thing, later today I'll be 
signing a law that makes wearing masks in public illegal. 
Our great police and people like that can't do their jobs and 
track you if they can't see your faces." 

The room erupted again. People shouting, asking if the 
job of law enforcement is to track people by their faces. 
Trottel ignored them and called on another of his pets. 

"Todd," said the President pointing into the crowd. 

"But Mr. President! What about the people taking their 
money from banks, students on Strike, the military on Strike, 
and the fact the IRS, the Stock Exchange, the credit bureaus 
and other business and agencies are still offline? Is that 
fake news?" shouted a journalist before Todd could speak. 

"The banks are fine. I've spoken to all the CEOs, they're 
great people, they tell me that there have been no accounts 
closed, that it's all just made up by Democrats with fake 
accounts on Hisser. Also, there are no students on Strike. 
Those are just paid actors, people paid by Democrats to 
create scenes for the media. The few losers who went AWOL 
from the military will be hunted down and punished, most of 
the military is still at work and they all love me. And we're 
fixing the IRS and making it better than it ever was, I have 
the best people and I told them to shut down the IRS site to 
make it better, and it's all being paid for by tariffs on China." 

"But Sir, that's not, that's not how that works..." began 
another reporter. 



'Thank you," said Trottel waiving to the cameras and 
disappearing behind a curtain on the side of the room. 

Reporters frantically posted on Hisser what they'd just 
heard... 

Masks illegal in public. 

Trottel now controls the DOJ, the FBI, the Supreme Court, 
and the Senate. The Coup is complete! He indicated that 
abortion rights will be on the top of the list of things to 
eliminate. 

Labeling Carnyx cyberterrorists gives President ability to 
disappear or assassinate them/him/her. 

Trottel denies documents and videos are real, says 
Strikes and banks runs are fake. Will his supporters 
continue to blindly follow him? 

Trottel claims China to pay for upgrades to currently 
offline US financial systems and government agencies - 
which he's saying he ordered shut down for upgrades and 
maintenance. 


July 29, 2017 
Berkeley, CA 
9:30 a.m. 

Max was livid, in a calm, sharply focused way. She paced 
the confines of her burrow with purpose. 

She knew that the Asshole in Chief had to have been told 
that the Intelligence Community didn't know how deep 
Carnyx had infiltrated computer systems around the globe. 
She knew that he must have been told exactly how many 
service members and students were on Strike. She knew he 



must have been told how many bank accounts had been 
closed and that if the Stock Exchange had been open that 
bank stocks would be tanking because analysts wouldn't be 
fooled by his lies. But his lies weren't aimed at analysts, or 
his carefully curated gang of thugs getting rich and powerful 
off his dictatorship, his lies were aimed at one group - the 
sixty-two million coal workers, farmers, factory workers, mill 
workers, and benefit dependent Baby Boomers who had 
been bamboozled by Augustine Survey into voting for him. 

“It's time to call his bluff and give his base an education," 
Max said to no one as she sat down at her glossy tree-trunk 
table and started making a list on a legal pad. 


July 29 , 2017 

Living quarters above the pub 
Oban, Scotland 
8:20 p.m. 

“Where do you think we should go first?" asked Jesse, 
sitting at a small table under the window in our tiny family 
room above the pub. 

“I'm thinking Germany. It's just an itch I've always 
needed to scratch. I need to see where so many of my 
ancestors came from and see if it feels like home as much as 
Scotland does," I replied from the recesses of an ancient 
wingback chair in front of a cold fireplace. 

“Germany it is. Are you thinking you want to go to 
ancestral towns or just anywhere in Germany? Are we 
talking Berlin or what?" 

“I only know two solid locations - Baden-Wurttemberg 
and Laubenheim, so either or both of them, and Berlin is 
good too. I'd say we could just start driving and play it by 
ear, but this is Germany we're talking about, I don't think 
that's allowed," I said with a chuckle. 

“How do you spell “Laubenheim"?" he asked. 



Before I could answer, both our phones started buzzing 
and beeping like furious wee robots. 

We gave each other a look of, What the hell? and 
reached for our phones. 

We both had the same messages in Jinn. 

Tara screamed: TINY PORTION??? FAKE NEWS??? 

WE'LL SHOW HIM TINY AND FAKE!!! 

Oliver was aghast: You literally have a lunatic 
running your country 

Clementine: Are you seeing this? We're on our 
way over. 

Donald: Lassie, don't be afraid. He'll never find 

ye. Let us know what we can do to help. 

Max: Will be in touch. 

We had no idea what had happened. We opened Hisser 
to discover it in complete meltdown. The Hatfields and 
McCoys were shouting each other down - Your President Is a 
moron! No, he's not, he's brilliant! Trottel is lying to you all, 
wake up! No, he's Just exposing Democrat lies! We 
followed links to news stories explaining the press 
conference. GOP aligned outlets ran with headlines like: 
Rasar exposed as mastermind behind fake run on banks. 
Democrat aligned outlets ran with: Trottel pulls wool over 
sheeple's eyes. Lobbyists and advisors and political 
organization spokespeople tossed in their two cents, 
plugged their books, and told people where to donate 
money to support one politician or another. It was a hot 
mess of same-shit-different-day casserole. While we'd been 
sitting upstairs, while the wonder-twin duo, Bruce and 
Isobel, had been serving our customers downstairs, the 



President of the United States had put into place the last 
piece of his and the Republican party's scheme to turn 
America into a dictatorship. He had whitewashed the 
growing rebellion by lying straight into the camera lenses. 
And he'd declared his right, and his intention, to destroy 
Carnyx. 

I was nauseous. "Everyone's hard work and sacrifice and 
this festering boil can just wipe it all away with a lie about 
paid actors and CGI???" I hollered. "Are you kidding me? 
His little media bitches show up and toss him prearranged 
questions so he can deliver straight-up lies to his dumber- 
than-dirt base?" 

"Yeah, and it's not like boycotting his shitshow pressers 
could even fix the problem. The ethical journalists would 
stay away, but the parasites would still show up and 
broadcast his corrosive clap-trap to his mouth-breathing 
supporters," ranted Jesse. 

"How do you win against a man who sells bullshit to 
people by telling them it's fairy dust? How do you get 
through to people who actually beiieve stinking cow patties 
crawling with flies are fairy dust?" I asked throwing my 
hands up in the air in disgust. 

Clementine and Alasdair strode into The Tree around 10 
p.m. Jesse and I were busying ourselves with cleaning up 
after the last of the customers who'd just left minutes 
before. It was easier to focus on mundane occupations than 
it was to ponder endless scenarios and outcomes. 

They took a seat at a long table Jesse had found in a 
charity shop and added to the center of the dining room for 
large parties or small groups that didn't mind sharing. It 
looked ancient and well used - like it had come straight from 
a Viking longhouse or Henry VIM's hunting lodge or at least 
the set of a movie involving the same. Clementine had 
brought a box of devilish treats and we supplied an angel's 
share of spirits. We stayed up into the late hours, venting 



and railing and laughing and plotting. Lexie came home 
from a late-night house call - puppies, like human babies, 
never come during regular business hours - and joined us, 
having missed out on much of the news of the evening 
owing to the arrival of four tiny puppies and the frayed 
nerves of their two human grandparents. 

We retired, exhausted and a bit lighter of heart, around 
two o'clock in the morning. Clementine and Alasdair walked 
home, arm in arm, cheeks rosy from more than the warm 
summer night. 


Sunday, July 30^^, 2017 
The World 

The day of rest was anything but for Wick Burners, 
Carnyx, Military Strikers, Student Strikers, non-violent 
vandal groups, and protestors of all kinds. 

An uncoordinated but surprisingly synchronized attack 
was in the works. Burners were organizing strategic 
computer based incursions. The Military Strikers were 
plotting a very visual confirmation of their numbers to refute 
Trottel and the Pentagon's assertions that their Strike was 
minor. College and high school students were recruiting 
their parents and their friends' parents to their movement to 
demand education change - leading to small pockets of 
revolt developing in adjacent neighborhoods without 
anyone the wiser. 

Jesse and I were serving up breakfast and lunch in 
between planning a trip across the channel and fielding Jinn 
messages. Max agreed having us in Germany, France, 
Netherlands, etc. to stoke the fires of Carnyx followers was 
going to be helpful pulling the scent off Burners who were 
going into full battle mode. Oliver was heading to the 
States to help her, as was Kurt. Don and Emma were 
personally couriering thousands in small Euro bills down to 



Jesse and me for use on our trip. Daisy was charged with 
keeping the 1001 Nights/Jinn server running smoothly. 

But you'd never know how busy we all were. Social 
media was scary quiet because without Carnyx or Strikers 
posting, the gutter trolls and Trottel supporters had nothing 
to say because the sum total of their reasons for being was 
to light dumpster fires and dance around them like gleeful 
ghouls. Emails, telephone calls, and text messages were so 
few the NSA and GCHQ could read them in real time without 
worrying about a backlog piling up. According to Max, who 
was monitoring the monitors, the intelligence community 
and law enforcement were interpreting, or at least reporting 
to their superiors, the relative quiet to mean everything was 
heading back to normal and that the people had been 
brought to heel. I later found out that many analysts, 
agents, and investigators suspected mischief was afoot, but 
held their tongues to passively support what they hoped 
was a growing revolution. 

Communications between Americans appeared to be 
boring, trivial, and ordinary all day. There was no massive 
uptick in fiery rhetoric on social media, no angry texts, 
iMessages, or emails; and no ranting phone calls echoing 
over old copper lines or wireless relays. The most noise was 
coming from the supporters of misogyny, racism, LGBTQ 
discrimination, and religious bigotry as they celebrated on 
Hisser - Cliquer having been offline for over a week - their 
Republican “victory" over Democrats! Libtards! and dozens 
of other base terms used to describe honest, hardworking 
human beings. No one bothered to respond that, in fact, 
many citizens who considered themselves Republicans 
abhorred this administration and the current Republican 
Party and had every intention to continue fighting. No one 
bothered to respond that those celebrating warmongering 
and the subjugation of anyone who wasn't male, white, 
straight, and Christian should be embarrassed for being so 
petty and insecure - because frankly, they just didn't have 
the time or inclination. They'd finally woken up to the fact 



that actions speak much louder than words and had given 
up impotently posting and viogging into the internet void, 
and instead embraced action. 

While it looked like Strikes had been broken and tamed, 
in reality, everyone was relying on person to person 
meetings and secret meanings within vanilla 
communications. “Netflix and chill?”, "Coffee?”, and 
"Beach?” took on whole new meanings as people sent 
boring messages bringing together groups of friends and 
family to organize and plot responses. They unplugged 
security cameras, electronic home assistant speakers, and 
smart TVs. They put cell phones and other wireless devices 
behind closed doors. They'd learned that they were being 
constantly spied upon by corporations and governments and 
they'd had it. They'd learned that no one was going to 
rescue them - if they wanted their rights and freedoms and 
protections back, they'd have to suit up and demand them 
back, wielding the only cudgel they had...Money. They were 
all going on Strike and they were all doing it for different 
reasons, but they were united in one goal - getting rid of 
Trottel and the crop of rotten politicians and their corrupt 
corporate overlords. In off-line silence, they gathered 
behind closed doors to pool resources, plan how to survive 
without income and easy access to basic necessities, and of 
course, make symbols of their uprising - because what's a 
rebellion without flags, signs, banners, and t-shirts! 

If Trottel and his minions had had IQs higher than the 
miles per gallon ratings on their bulletproof SUVs they would 
have realized what all good parents know - when the kids 
are quiet, it's usually because they're up to no good. 



Chapter XLV 


Monday, July 31=*, 2017 
Our bedroom above The Tree 
Oban, Scotland 
3 a.m. 

Trottel had gone to bed Sunday night thinking he'd won, 
that he'd scared Carnyx into submission, and that he'd 
shamed and disheartened the US Military personnel back to 
their duty stations, students into registering for college 
classes, and people to return their money to banks. I knew 
this because I used the Thought Stone to probe his skull full 
of creamed corn. He thought he was so brilliant, as did his 
advisors, most of both Houses of Congress, his Attorney 
General, and a majority of the Supreme Court justices. Duke 
was still hunting Carnyx out of sheer anger and bloodlust, 
but even he thought the League of Super Extraordinarily 
Rotten Schmucks had won. I knew this because of the 
Thought Stone too. I'd chided myself for not thinking of 
using it earlier, but wondered if it would have made a 
difference to know in advance what Trottel and his LoSERS 
had been thinking. At the end of the day, the only thing 
that was going to make a difference was waiting for a 
significant number of We the People to wake the hell up! 
Like with children and addicts, sometimes you just have to 
let things play out until they burn their hand on the stove or 
hit rock bottom because you can tell them a million times 
about the laws of thermodynamics or chemical dependence, 
but for some reason, most humans are obstinate and refuse 
to listen or learn until their empire of dirt is burning all 
around them, or their hand hurts. 

Well, that time had come. The fire had been lit by Trottel 
himself. His press conference incinerated the last bit of 
patience to which Americans had been clinging. For them it 



was proof that he was incompetent, corrupt, and treasonous 
to the memory of the lives of the native and immigrant 
Americans who had died building and securing this country. 
The silent majority knew their truth. They knew they were 
outraged by the dossiers on themselves and their children, 
the ones hoarded by lecherous old men who themselves hid 
behind walled estates. They knew the truth about corporate 
CEOs and investors who skirted federal, state, and tax laws 
to earn and hide billions while laying off people who had to 
choose between feeding their kids and paying the electric 
bill. They knew a huge number of service men and women 
were on Strike - the government was lying to the nation 
claiming the numbers were small. They knew their kids 
weren't registering for school. They knew they and their 
neighbors had been closing bank accounts. The gaslighting 
had finally blown up in Trottel's face. The silent majority 
wasn't going to sit quietly and keep their nose to the 
grindstone anymore. 

It had spread by whisper. Parents picking up kids at 
playdates and sports fields invited friends over for dinner 
that night. Extended families gathered at grandparents' 
homes and the farms of aunts and uncles. Neighbors invited 
neighbors over for cocktails. The seed planted by Carnyx 
eighteen days earlier had sprouted roots and was spreading. 
We the People were going on Strike! 

I'd found out from a Jinn message from Tara on Sunday. 
Neighbors of hers in San Diego had come to her to help 
organize their civilian Strike and rumor was, similar requests 
were being made all over the US. The media was clueless. 
Small groups of neighbors and families didn't know that 
others were instinctively following the same path, but Tara, 
with her network, was able to see the bigger picture and 
share it. I spread the word to Max, Oliver, Giles, Kurt, Don, 
and Lucille. Max replied with, “Will have something for you 
soon." 



I couldn't sleep. I tossed and turned, stared at the 
ceiling, tried to count sheep, and turned on my nature sound 
play list - but sleep would not come. I kept turning over the 
messages from Tara and Max in my head. I wondered what 
George and her family of truckers was thinking. And I let 
ancient history haunt me. It was like Christmas Eve, my 
pregnancy due date, the night before a first job, and the 
night before a first date with a guy I had a major crush on all 
rolled into one. Excitement, fear, nerves, butterflies, and an 
inability to get comfortable conspired to keep me awake. I 
couldn't take it anymore. I slipped out of bed, pulled on a 
pair of jeans, a tank top, and a t-shirt; grabbed a pair of 
socks and my sneakers and padded downstairs to the 
kitchen without waking up Jesse or the dogs. Or so I 
thought. 

As I watched the orange and blue flames dance beneath 
the copper kettle, I heard a chuff behind me. 

“Cowboy! Are you checking up on me?" I asked laughing 
and picking him up for a cuddle. 

He licked my nose and wiggled with excitement. We were 
being naughty and he liked it. 

I put him down, turned off the burner, poured the boiling 
water over my tea bag, and opened the back door out to the 
patio. 

The darkest hour. The time when demons haunt and 
memories torture. When silence is vicious and internal 
voices torment. The only way to victory is to confront the 
shadows and ghosts and burn away the darkness with light. 
Having a dog with you helps too. 

I lit the candles Jesse had arranged in the fire pit and 
pulled Cowboy up into a chair with me. I rested my feet on 
the edge of the fire pit and Cowboy snuggled into a ball in 
my lap. I sipped my tea and focused on the heat as it 
traveled down my throat and into my belly. I stared at the 



flames dancing in the misty breeze and took mental aim at 
my ghosts. 

So, I'll never be anything without you, eh Dad? You and 
nnonn just couldn't be bothered to be parents, could you? 
And those second spouses you both chose? Really? 
Physically and psychologically abusive to your children and 
you just let it go on. If you could see me now! I'm happy in 
spite of you and sometimes literally just to spite you all. You 
all missed out on seeing my kid, your grandchild, grow up 
and become a kind, intelligent badass. On this day of days, 
when humanity is about to reclaim what's theirs and I get to 
play a small part in it, I banish you, my demons, you can't 
hurt me and make me doubt myself anymore, just because 
you didn't love me doesn't mean I'm unworthy of love, just 
because you couldn't control me doesn't mean I would 
never be successful and happy. 

For the millionth time since I'd discovered the power of 
The Spirit Stone, I considered summoning my father just to 
flip him off...and for the millionth time I reminded myself 
that it would accomplish nothing. He'd never get it, he'd 
never change, he'd never tell me what I wanted to hear - 
that he was wrong and he was sorry. 

I sipped the last of my tea and set the mug down on the 
ground carefully so as to not wake Cowboy. I 
absentmindedly began messaging the thick scruffy hair at 
the back of his neck and felt the warmth of the blood flow to 
the area in response. He let out a big breath and melted 
into my lap, slipping into a deep sleep for which I envied 
him. 

I must have nodded off myself because the next thing I 
knew I heard Jesse calling me and Cowboy. I opened my 
eyes to find the sky was a dusky pink. 

Cowboy's ears perked up at the sound of Jesse's voice 
calling his name and I set him down on the ground Just as 
Pixie came flying out the door of the kitchen. 



“How long have you been out here?" asked Jesse 
following her, but at a civilized pace. 

“I dunno, what time is it?" I replied, stretching in my 
chair. 

“About quarter to six." 

“Then about three hours or so," I said leaning forward, 
resting my elbows on my knees and rubbing my eyes with 
my palms 

“You okay?" he asked blowing out the candles in the fire 
pit. 

“Yeah. Just couldn't sleep." 

“That makes sense, looks like it's going to be a big day," 
he said blowing out the last candle. “You ever going to 
confront him?" he asked, picking up my tea mug. 

“Am I that transparent?" 

“No, I've just known you a loooooong time. And ever 
since you got this," he said lifting up the Spirit Stone from 
its cord around my neck, “I've been wondering if you'd use it 
to finally tell him off." 

“Me too. But the reality is, it won't change anything and 
it's all behind me now. Today is the first day of the rest of all 
our lives. The ghosts, the lies, the bullshit - it's done. We 
get one life and it's not going to be owned and controlled by 
jerks anymore," I said standing up and stretching to work 
out the kinks from sleeping in a patio chair. 

“July 31st _ the New Independence Day!" he said 
chuckling. 

“Whichever day the historians choose - I hope they at 
least get the story right this time! I hope they give the 
credit to the millions of people fighting instead of just 
glorifying a handful of guys in tents too chickenshit to ride 
into battle. Without an army, a general is just an idiot in a 
silly costume riding across a field," I said walking into the 
kitchen. 

Breakfast service flew by and near the end Don and 
Emma pulled into our tiny front parking lot. They breezed in 



like they'd just stepped out of the silver screen of a 1950's 
rom-com. Don was dapper and casual and Emma was the 
definition of regal - Grace Kelly on the set of To Catch a Thief 
with a double dash of Boudicca. 

To anyone watching it looked like a lovely married couple 
had gone for a drive to visit friends, all of whom were 
oblivious to the discord in the world. But in reality, their 
visit was devious in nature and the four of us were anything 
but oblivious. 

We sat and visited with our guests as the last of our 
customers finished their breakfasts, paid, and waved 
goodbye. 

Once we were alone, Donald fished two packages 
wrapped in birthday paper from a tote bag he'd set on the 
floor under the table. 

“I know it's a little late, but we wanted to deliver these in 
person," he said with a wink has he set them on the table. 

"You shouldn't have," I said with a grin knowing exactly 
why he'd wanted to deliver them in person. "Where are you 
two off to next?" I asked Emma as I set the long, rectangular 
boxes on the floor between Jesse's and my chair to avoid the 
prying eyes of any customer who might come in and ask 
about the occasion. 

"Just a fun trip around the coast to stretch the legs of my 
new toy," she said gazing out the window at a white Mazda 
RX-8 parked in the Tree's parking lot. 

"Steering wheel's on the wrong side," I said as I cocked 
my head to examine the little imp. 

"No, it's on the right side," she said laughing and 
dangling the key in front of my eyes. 

"Well, Don, I think we've been kicked to the curb," said 
Jesse with a chuckle realizing they'd both Just lost their 
wives to another woman - one with four shoes and cute little 
hiney. 


July 31, 2017 



United States of America 


Americans, We the People, are a giant family. There are 
family members we don't ever speak to because they joined 
a cult and we had to just give up on them or they'd keep 
coming around robbing us blind and scaring our kids. There 
are family members we speak to all the time, the ones who 
know every time we miss a period or run out of butter. And 
then there are family members we don't speak to often, the 
ones we see at gatherings for holidays, funerals, and 50 *^ 
anniversaries. This last group makes up the bulk of our 
address books, rolodexes, and electronic contacts lists. 
They're the ones we bicker with once a year over religion, 
politics, guns, sports teams, front-wheel vs. rear-wheel vs. 
all-wheel drive, open-source code vs. closed, and the best 
road trip song. They're the ones we gossip about, rant 
about, and generally act like little high school brats about... 
But when push comes to shove, WE are the only ones who 
can mess with our family! When vermin move in on our 
family we come together with one common goal - kick them 
the hell out of our tree house! 

Pearl Harbor, September llth...AII the bullshit fell away 
and everyday Americans said, “NO!" Sure, there were the 
usual scum who exploited the situation and the usual losers 
who took potshots from their penthouses, but the majority of 
Americans buckled down, went to work, and kept the lights 
on. 

Today was the beginning of another of those Don't Fuck 
with My Family moments - only this time we weren't fighting 
against outsiders, we were fighting against the brainwashed 
cult members and blood sucking parasites within the family, 
we were fighting amongst ourselves. Again. Civil War, Part 
II. 

I hoped it would be less violent and less murderous. 

The news started to trickle in on Hisser. Reporters posted 
photos of empty streets and empty bridges in New York and 



New Jersey. The 1-95 was a ribbon of empty lanes from 
Florida to the Canadian border. 

By 9 a.m. on the west coast, the country was in 
convulsions. Estimates were that 120 million adults, mostly 
Gen X and Millennials, were on Strike! All over the country, 
stores were closed, production was at a standstill, 
transportation was halted, warehouses were silent, and the 
military machine continued to be powered down. 

Newsreaders did what they always do - they called up 
local, state, and federal politicians and paid contributors 
who advertised themselves as bestselling authors and asked 
them for their useless opinions on the state of things. 
Morning news shows were top to bottom politicians and 
former political advisors who were now self-appointed 
experts on everything from aardvarks to zippers. They all 
tried their best to calm nerves and attack Strikers, painting 
them as evil, selfish Democrats who must be stopped - but 
since no one had bothered to actually talk to Strikers there 
was little proof they could offer regarding who they really 
were, so they mustered a bit of spin and began gushing 
gratitude towards law enforcement, medical staff, 
emergency service providers, and utility workers for staying 
on the job - thanking them for seeing beyond the temper 
tantrums of the ungrateful Strikers and remaining at their 
posts to serve their communities. 

Strikers watched with glee as the pompous experts 
analysis was met over and over again, in each time zone, 
with derision when the spotlight whores were quickly put in 
their place by police officers, sheriff deputies, nurses, 
doctors, admins, EMTs, firefighters, FBI agents, and 
employees of water and electric providers who replied with a 
unified voice on social media and in roadside interviews - 
WE SUPPORT THE STRIKERS! 



Trottel and the rest of the White House had gone on lock 
down. There wasn't a peep coming directly from the entire 
administration - not even a Hisser post. According to the 
news shows, newspapers, and numerous bloggers, it was 
anyone's guess what was happening behind the gates at 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue. 

I didn't have to guess, I knew exactly what Temper 
Tantrum Trottel was bellowing down the halls of the West 
Wing like an overgrown spoiled brat, and I shared what I 
knew with my circle, all of whom chuckled at the “leaks" 
being fed to the media by “sources close to the President" 
suggesting “he was giving, “thoughtful consideration to his 
next steps"". Trottel was in full meltdown and even on his 
best day couldn't use a five-syllable word like consideration 
in a sentence. 

Just as citizens of America and the world were starting to 
wrap their brains around the morning's news, starting to 
comprehend a massive general Strike in the United States, 
the Wick Burners dropped their bombs. 

First, Torpor was lifted on the New York Stock Exchange 
and the London Stock Exchange. 

Second, they used admin login credentials they'd set up 
to log into lending institutions and credit bureaus to 1) 
delete other admin accounts thereby locking out anyone 
with high level access, 2) remotely erase all student debt 
and credit bureau records, and 3) corrupt backups as soon 
as lower level, restricted access employee accounts tried to 
access them in an attempt to restore records and previous 
admin accounts. 

Third, bank accounts of many politicians and corporate 
executives, dubious religious organizations, and political 
action committees were drained and the funds placed in 
untraceable offshore accounts controlled by Burners. 



The media didn't cover the deletion of student debt and 
consumer files or the theft of funds from the puppet masters, 
because there was a scramble to keep a lid on the problem - 
which was easy to do given how busy the media was 
reporting on the reopening of trading and subsequent 
tanking of stock prices due to the earlier news of a 
nationwide Strike. The stock market crash led to a further 
run on banks and by noon west coast time, the stock 
markets in New York and London had been closed 
indefinitely by the exchanges themselves, and banks in 
many areas were locking their doors to keep customers out. 

The panic fed on itself and grew exponentially among a 
certain subset of the American population. In cities large 
and small, crowds gathered outside banks demanding their 
money while citizens who had already pulled their funds sat 
smugly at home not daring to brag about it lest they 
become targets of attack. Individual and institutional 
investors counted their stock losses and poured enormous 
glasses of the closest alcohol to steady their nerves and help 
them plan their next steps - because gambling and booze 
always go well together. Executives called emergency 
meetings with their boards to plan a way forward. Politicians 
brainstormed catchy soundbites for the braindead masses. 
Everyone wondered what would come next and worried 
about how it would affect their personal finances and 
security. The Boomers railed about how their Social Security 
checks better keep coming and how Trottel wouldn't stand 
for a rebellion led by women, homosexuals, people of color 
and illegal immigrants - using crass pejoratives to label and 
demean them. They screamed on social media and into any 
TV camera covering the story on the streets that the Strikers 
were selfish and horrible and un-American and should be 
publically hanged for their treason. They looked and 
sounded like raving lunatics and caused the tens of millions 
of Strikers to draw closer together in support of each other. 



It really was going to be a second Civil War, assuming we 
weren't still fighting the first one. 


The chaos was far less pronounced in the homes of 
Strikers. Sure, they were stressed and fearful of the 
unknown to come, but they knew in their hearts they were 
on the right side of this. Somehow it would work out. 
America had to unite under strong, honest leaders or she 
had to divide and become two countries - one where life, 
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness applied to everyone, 
and another one where rich old white men squeezed the life 
out of everyone in their grasp. Abraham Lincoln may have 
united the country, but he bound fundamentally different 
people together with barbed wire and flour paste and told 
them to do what they're told - which as any teenager will 
tell you is the fastest way to make sure your kids play hooky 
from school and take your Ferrari for a joy ride as soon as 
you leave town. 

The chaos was also far less pronounced in Europe and 
Asia. Money had been lost when stocks tanked as a result of 
a huge selloff triggered by the prospect of the American 
economy coming to an almost complete standstill overnight 
- but it was met with a more sanguine attitude. America 
would either rise again, stronger for her efforts, or she'd be a 
carcass ripe for the picking...either way, sitting tight for the 
moment was in everyone's best interest and there would be 
money to be made soon. With both the New York and 
London exchanges closed again, the hemorrhaging would 
stop. Surely the Strike wouldn't spread beyond America's 
borders. It was time to make popcorn and watch the show 
from the comfort of homes thousands of miles away. 


July 31=*, 2017 
The Tree 
Oban, Scotland 



11 p.m. 


My phone may have been clean when Oliver gave it to 
me, but it had been out in the world where foreign 
governments and private companies create software that 
can be dropped on your device by a simple email or text you 
don't even have to open, which can give them root access to 
your software and by extension access to all your photos, 
emails, texts, app interactions, and your camera and 
microphones - I didn't trust anything connected to the 
internet anymore. I'd be glad when I could hand it over to 
Daisy for an updated device Oliver promised would be 
unhackable due to his removing all apps save 1001 
Nights/Jinn and the phone application. His assurances that 
my phone was probably fine hadn't done much to assuage 
my concerns. If I let my mind wander on this topic too 
much. I'd start worrying about how our data is routed all 
over the world through Border Gateway Protocols and 
signaling systems using security protocols and mutually 
agreed norms weaker than wet toilet paper - the degree to 
which people trust “smart" phones is truly appalling. The 
State of California puts labels on potato chips and coffee, 
warning of cancer risks about as likely as Mother Theresa 
having illegitimate children; parents cherry pick stories 
posted by complete strangers on Cliquer to substantiate 
their decision not to immunize their kids against measles, 
and farmers in the Midwest refuse to acknowledge climate 
change while standing tits deep in flooded corn fields 
wearing Trottel campaign hats - but none of these geniuses 
has a single clue about how their cell phones, programed 
with megabytes of their personal and private information, 
work. Every time I thought about the utter ignorance of the 
technology addicted, I just wanted to scream. Granted I'd 
had my eyes opened wider by Max and Lucille, but even 
before that, I'd tried explaining to people about putting 
banking apps and detailed contact information on phones 
right next to random games, social media, and retail apps 



they'd downloaded...It had been like talking to pill addicts 
or alcoholics or cigarette smokers or gamblers or street 
racers - they knew everything, they had it under control, I 
should just mind my own business...they'd be fine! Yeah, 
sure, until they ODed, crashed, or got their bank account 
wiped out by a con artist - then it'd be Poor me, why didn't 
anyone tell me this was dangerous? I signed internally and 
told myself to let it go. Some people just have to go play 
tag with a tornado before they learn a lesson. 

“If I'm reading between the lines of this message 
correctly," I said in a whisper after I'd shoved my Carnyx 
phone into my nightstand drawer with my personal phone. 
“Giles says he can't risk posting to the Carnyx Hisser 
account from the States, plus he's too busy working on 
projects for Max. It looks like our neighbors off Alaska are 
trying to breach our military defense systems AND 
organizing for a test attack to see how weak we are. Max 
and Company are preparing a takedown of certain of their 
infrastructure systems to get their attention, but if it doesn't 
work, they'll need to be on full alert to attack foreign 
military systems." 

“Our neighbors off Alaska? The Canadians?" whispered 
Jesse with a smile. 

“Yeah, the Canadians, you dork," I retorted, smacking his 
chest with the back of my hand. “The Canadians are 
considering invading America," I said rolling my eyes. “He 
also says Max thinks I should get online ASAP to help 
distract anyone in the intelligence community - give them a 
lure to chase - and to get the word out to the people about 
the deletion of student debt, credit bureau files, and now the 
imminent threat from Canada." 

“When do you want to go?" he asked, closing his book 
and laying it in his lap. 

“I'm thinking tomorrow. Just a husband and wife setting 
off to visit friends and take a vacation, err, sorry, holiday," I 
replied using the correct verb for my current geographical 



location while I opened one of Don and Emma's birthday 
gifts. 

“Do you want to close up the pub?" asked Jesse while he 
thumbed through the stacks of worn Euros in the shirt box. 

“We'll talk to Lexie and see if she wants to try to run it 
with Bruce and Isobel. If it's too much, they can always 
close it, but it would be better to try to keep things as 
normal as possible, although closing down for you and I to 
run off together after all that time apart probably wouldn't 
make anyone suspicious, would it? Lexie's home, isn't she," 
I said climbing out of bed and padding to the door, leaving 
the two boxes of Euros on the bed. 

“Yeah, I think so," he said getting up with me. 

We found her sitting in the living area, reading two books 
at once as was her usual style. 

“Oh, hey," she said looking up and finding us watching 
her with dorky smiles of pride on our faces. 

“You got a minute?" I asked. 

“Sure, what's up," she said putting book marks into both 
books but not closing them. 

“You want to run the pub for a while? Dad and I are 
talking about taking a little holiday." I said sitting down on 
one of the chairs facing the small couch she sat on and 
putting my feet up on the book littered trunk between us. 

She looked at us suspiciously, tucked her cell phone 
under the couch cushions and asked “A holiday? Now? 
Right now?" 

“Okay, a “holiday"," I said using air quotes. 

“Oh, a holiday," she said giggling as I touched the 
Thought Stone and quickly and silently filled her in just to 
save time and words. 

“Sure, I can give it a shot. If I get too busy with vet stuff 
and Bruce and Isobel can't handle it, we'll just close here 
and there. It'd be nice if Cassie was still here." 

“Right? But we're going to stop off and visit her, so 
maybe we can convince her to come back?" I said. 



“When do you leave?" Lexie asked. 

"Tomorrow," said Jesse. "Your mom is already behind in 
her assignments apparently." 

"Well, I'll take care of the dogs and run this place as best I 
can. Any idea how long you'll be gone?" she asked. 

"I'm hoping just ten days, maybe two weeks this time," I 
said. 

"This time?" Jesse and Lexie said in unison. 

"I don't know. I mean, think about it, this has all been 
going on since July 4^^, people have been Striking for nearly 
two weeks, and still no sign of US or British governments 
giving a rip. Your dad and I are going to go poke the bear 
some more, but if the governments cling to their power, who 
knows how long this could go on or if they'll just peter out. 
If things go on long enough to clean the "Houses"," I said 
referring to the White one and the Congressional ones and 
maybe even the Parliamentary ones, "I'm going to be 
getting more marching orders from Max." 

They both thought about asking, but then remembered 
the thumb drive I'd shown them containing the names of 
leaders competent and honest enough to help rebuild 
America... 

"Ohhhh," they both said. 

"Okay, I'm going to bed. I'm beat. We'll see you in the 
morning and get you up to speed on the weekly kitchen 
orders and hopefully get you all squared away. We'll leave 
as early as we can in the morning and stop overnight with 
Daisy, then cross the Channel the next morning and go from 
there. We'll be on Jinn if you need us, and you can always 
call, plus I'll check in with this," I said tapping the Thought 
Stone. "I've got to get Alasdair to cut this into pieces so you 
can have one." 

"How about after we've helped save the world, okay 
Wife?" said Jesse laughing as he realized I was mentally 
going down the path of planning yet another project, this 
time one involving sharing The Orb pieces. 



“I suppose, but if I can squeeze it in around my duties as 
revolutionary committee member, I'm gonna get it done 
sooner rather than later," I said going through a mental list 
of Aza's descendants I knew about and planning how to craft 
jewelry pieces from bits of Orb pieces and thinking about 
the Fire Opal set in its cuff of silver and jade, wrapped in 
cotton and tissue and tucked up in the toe of one of the 
ancient boots I'd once used snowboarding. 

"I know you will," he said shaking his head and leading 
the way back to our bedroom. 

"See you in the morning. Kid," I said. 

"G'night Mom," she said laughing and closing up her 
books. 



Chapter XLVI 


August 1 , 2017 
The Tree 
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“Don't forget the dogs' bag,'' I shouted as Jesse stepped 
out the back door of the kitchen. 

The dogs shot past him and made a bee-line for Luka and 
me where I'd just finished attaching new license plates - a 
gift from Oliver that guaranteed if anyone ran her plates 
they'd never be able to trace Luka back to me. 

“Oh, you guys want to go on a road trip???'' I asked them 
as they leaped about at my feet, jumping up with their front 
paws on my shins, and wagging their tails like their butts 
were on fire. 

I didn't need the Animal Stone to answer that question, 
they'd seen Jesse pull their blue fleece backseat hammock 
from the closet early this morning and had immediately 
deduced they were going on an adventure. 

Jesse and I had decided it would be easier on Lexie if she 
only had to focus on the pub instead of it and the dogs, plus 
having the dogs with us made us look even more befuddled 
and incapable of being part of any sort of mischief. Two 
white, middle-aged American ex-pats doddering around 
Europe with their dogs, surely, we weren't capable of parallel 
parking, much less posting insurrectionist messages. 

Jesse, now carrying the dogs' red duffle bag, a light-blue 
toiletry bag, and a dark-blue soft-sided cooler walked across 
the patio followed by Lexie carrying the dogs' big pillow bed, 
padded with some of my gift from Don and Emma, and two 
folded up fleece blankets. 

“Everything is such a production with you two," I said 
laughing at my four-legged kids losing their minds over the 



prospect of getting to go in the car. “Have these two even 
done their morning business?" I asked Jesse and Lexie. 

"Nope, I don't think so," said Lexie, handing me the dog 
bed to place in the hammock I'd just finished setting up in 
the backseat, the secret pockets of which had also been 
filled up with packets of Euros. 

"Not as far as I know," said Jesse, loading the toiletry bag 
in the trunk next to the two suitcases I'd already loaded. 

"Put the cooler behind the driver's seat, please," I said to 
Jesse as I plucked the two sets of halters and leashes from 
front passenger seat, "okay, you little monsters, no car ride 
until you've had your morning constitutional and some 
breakfast," I said, tacking them up. "I'm gonna take them 
for a walk around the neighborhood and let them eat when I 
get back so we don't throw their schedules off. Can you lock 
up the car and make me a bagel, a mug of tea, and a sippy 
cup of tea for the road?" I asked Jesse, tossing him the car 
keys. 

"On it. Boss," he said catching the keys and following 
Lexie across the patio towards the kitchen door. 

An hour later, we were on the road. It felt so weird to be 
traveling with Jesse and the dogs - it was a comfortable 
routine after the dozens of family road trips we'd taken over 
the decades, but Lexie wasn't with us and we had a job to do 
- the same job I'd been doing in the States on my own for so 
long. Too many confusing emotions. I turned on the stereo 
connected to my little purple iPod and America started 
singing Sandman. Jesse pulled a book from the bag of 
games and reading material we'd stowed behind his seat 
and we drove towards the sun as Bunnell, Peek, and Beckley 
sang to us, accompanied by Cowboy's soft nose whistle of 
sleepy contentment. 

For the millionth time in my life, I wondered what the 
song was about...and I couldn't shake the vision it had 
always summoned ever since September 11, 2001 and, 
later, when Chelsea Manning helped show the world video 



footage of aerial attacks that killed innocent civilians in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. War is never black and white, and truths 
are always hidden by soulless bastards who think they are 
righteous - we'll always be running and never know peace 
as long as we continue to allow all sides to use religion, 
hubris, ego, and greed to justify murder by the sandman 
who rides the sky like an eagle in the eye of a hurricane of 
horror. For the millionth time in my life, I shook my head at 
the decisions of our ancestors who'd survived depressions, 
abuses, revolutions, civil wars, and world wars. By burying 
the past because it was too painful and distasteful to 
confront, they'd enabled the Baby Boomer generation to 
bring the world to the brink of a new type of war - an 
endless woodchipper destroying lives and human rights for 
the benefit of profits and the politicians those profits buy. 

The song changed to The All-American Rejects' Move 
Along. I cranked the volume as loud as the dogs' ears could 
tolerate and drove forward thinking. My hope isn't gone, 
gonna keep strong, it's ail wrong, but I'm gonna move along 
and make it through. Somehow. Jesse didn't even lift his 
head from his book as I nudged the accelerator, but I caught 
a little grin out of the corner of my eye. 


We arrived at Daisy and Oliver's place well after tea time, 
but she had sandwiches and cookies at the ready. Cowboy 
and Pixie got to know her pup and helped him patrol his 
backyard while we munched snacks and got an in-depth 
report on what the Burners had been up to. 

They were fighting fires on multiple fronts - foreign 
governments had been using the internal chaos in the US & 
UK to attempt to undermine utility and defense systems, 
politicians had begun trying to make connections with 
foreign governments to trade access to our essential but 
irrationally fragile systems in exchange for money and 
future asylum assistance. To focus on the dangerous 



intrusions and criminal communications, they had to reduce 
the incessant noise created by billions of people plucking at 
strings on the web. They took down public access to more 
and more online service providers - video streaming and 
upload sites, mega retail sites, and the largest search 
engines; plus, they shut down the persistently traumatizing 
24-hour news channels - knocked them off the air and 
offline. If people wanted to communicate they were going to 
have to do it by phone call, text, or in person. If they were 
going to hear information it would be via journalism outlets 
chosen by the Burners or via Hisser where Burners on the 
inside worked to do what the corporate executives wouldn't - 
control the spread of lies, bigotry, and bullying. The 
constantly roaring stream of verbal diarrhea masquerading 
as “news" was being dammed to create a quiet trickle of 
actual facts. 

“Why do governments and corporations put everything 
“on the line"," I asked using a quote from The Internship, a 
flick Jesse and I identified with a little too much. “It just 
makes it all so vulnerable to attack and failure," I said, 
pondering the scope of what was available to the Burners 
and by extension had been available to those intending 
harm - be it for corporate espionage, government spying, 
straight up financial theft, or violence and intimidation. 

“It is pretty obscene, isn't it," replied Daisy, refilling my 
tea cup from her robin's-egg blue porcelain pot snuggled in 
a quilted warmer. 

“I'd never really thought about it until Laura filled me in 
on the visuals provided by Max and Lucille," said Jesse, 
taking another sandwich from the carefully stacked tower. 
“Water systems, gas & electric systems, hospital systems, 
defense systems, intelligence systems, communications 
systems, financial systems, employment systems, 
transportations systems, court systems, law enforcement 
systems, security systems...and of course retail, media, and 
corporate systems...it's all sitting on servers, all connected 



by a few degrees of separation, all vulnerable to anyone 
determined enough to flip the switch off,” he said before 
taking a bite out of the PB&J triangle in his fingertips. 

"The Great Con, that's what it is,” said Daisy, reclining in 
her faded fabric upholstered chair. "Average citizens were 
sold a lie. They were told that all this technology would 
make them safer, free up their time, save them money, and 
help them communicate with the world. Instead their 
private lives and personal information have been laid bare 
for anyone with the skills and time to build an exploit and 
find a hole through which to send it. Their security, safety, 
livelihoods, and health are tied to systems that can go dark 
or be poisoned by anyone with the money to buy access. 
People are so busy complaining about their sports team or 
going to war over some pop star getting prissy over another 
woman looking at her husband, that they have no 
comprehension of the number of attacks that occur every 
day on our electrical systems, our hospital systems, our 
communication systems...Sure they hear about the 
occasional ransomware attack on a city or hospital, but they 
ignore it if it doesn't affect them directly. Kind of like people 
who don't think violence is a problem because their school, 
their mall, their concert, hasn't been shot up. The ignorance 
is shocking. No one knows how anything works any more. 
Okay, that's a generalization. Most people don't know how 
anything works. They just trust their phones, their 
computers, their cars, their hospital, their water provider. 
They don't know about the malware planted on devices 
during manufacture. They don't know that their car can be 
shut down by the company from whom they bought it or the 
hacker that burrows into the system. They don't bother 
setting privacy settings on their cell phones, tablets, or 
computers - they don't even know such settings exist 
because device manufacturers figured out they didn't have 
to provide operation manuals for anything anymore as long 
as the devices work out of the box with simple set up, and of 
course they ship all devices set up to opt into sharing 



everything from location to user data with the phone 
manufacturer and any third-party apps the user loads onto 
the device. For fuck's sake, they don't even know their bank 
uses their mother's maiden name as a security question - 
and that thanks to genealogy sites that upload for public 
consumption, birth, marriage, and death records, anyone 
can find out your mother's maiden name. The worst bit is, 
people just don't care - until they get robbed that is, and 
then it's a blame game where the customer is always wrong 
and the only winners are the corporations and agencies who 
farmed out their data services to third-party companies." 

"Right?!" I said, throwing up the hand not holding my cup 
of tea. "Third-party accounting firms, third-party HR firms, 
billing firms, off-shore staffing companies who handle call 
centers for banks, cloud servers, red-light camera 
providers...they all insulate companies and governments. 
Companies can say, "Oh, our payroll processor got hacked - 
it's not our problem your identity was stolen!" or your city 
council can say, "We contract with a third-party to deal with 
all red-light camera tickets, it's not our problem that their 
system is uncalibrated and issues illegitimate tickets or that 
they issued a ticket to the wrong person because they 
couldn't read the license plate!" 

"And people just accept that as an excuse," said Jesse. 
"They never hold the company or the government 
accountable for hiring the criminally negligent service 
provider in the first place. If you outsource your work, you 
should be responsible for what the company you hire does 
on your behalf. But yeah, this whole third-party doctrine 
really clouds the whole accountability thing." 

"And one of the most basic things you should be able to 
do online - research - is either behind paywalls or kept off 
the internet altogether. People should be able to see the 
records of their doctors' performance or disciplinary reviews, 
they should be able to find out if their child's teacher has 
resigned or been terminated for abuse at another school, 
defense attorneys should be able to discover disciplinary 



records for law enforcement officers involved in their clients' 
arrest and trial - but unions and professional association 
lobbies spend billions buying politicians to make sure none 
of that is available, especially online," said Daisy, watching 
the dogs play in the last of the sunlight in the back yard. 

"The politicians! Don't get me started on those myopic, 
haggis heads!" I said. "All they can see are dollar signs - or 
pound signs as the case may be. If it puts money in their 
campaign accounts, they're in. If it pays them speaking fees 
or gets them a book deal, they're in. Most of the dinosaurs 
in the US Congress are the same ones who allowed all the 
technology to explode without putting privacy laws into 
place. They refused to create accountability laws for 
protecting critical systems. And they really fell for the 
Surveillance Nation snake-oil scam. As long as tech 
companies keep making generous political donations and 
inviting politicians to speak at their events and things like 
Ted Talks, surveillance capitalism will continue to be the new 
gold rush!" 

"Sounds like you got started," said Jesse with a rascally 
look. 

"Eat a bag!" I said shooting him a wife look. 

Daisy chuckled as she got up to let the dogs in. "She's 
not wrong," she said to Jesse with a look that said You're 
outnumbered by X chromosomes! "The airport scanners, 
the facial recognition cameras and software, the license 
plate readers, the cameras and microphones mounted on 
light poles, buildings, and in elevators. Photos you upload 
to social media, plus photos uploaded by friends, alumni 
organizations, employers, genealogy sites, government 
agencies like Departments of Motor Vehicles - they're all 
tagged with your name, then everywhere you go, those 
images are matched to images from cameras owned or 
leased by law enforcement, intelligence agencies, cities, 
counties, states, or national governments, or private 
businesses to track you. On top of that, some governments 
are hoarding every citizens' phone and internet data for 



warrantless searches, all of it...it's all bullshit. It creates a 
real and present danger to the braindead average citizens 
who say, “I have nothing to hide, I don't care if my 
government tracks me!" It exposes them to hackers and 
unethical employees who sell the data to fraudsters, 
stalkers, rapists, child molesters, and murderers. In the end, 
at best, it might catch some real low hanging criminal fruit, 
but the people who want to poison the water, shut down 
power stations, crash communications, what have you... 
those bastards know where all the cameras are, they know 
how to keep their communications secret. And at the end of 
the day, as recently proven by your countrymen and women, 
it can all be rendered useless by masks, removing license 
plates, turning off cell phones, and not using computers. 
Surveillance technology is the Gold Accumulator of the 21^* 
Century," she said setting a dog food bowl on her counter 
and opening her fridge. 

"A gold what?" asked Jesse, looking confused. 

Daisy and I shared a wink as I walked into the kitchen to 
help her with the dogs' dinner. 

"It was a con perpetrated in 1898. A couple of guys 
decided that it'd be easier to con some folks out of money 
by pretending to extract gold from sea water than it would 
be to join the Alaskan Gold Rush. They built a "device", put 
it in the water, then dove down when no one was paying 
attention and seeded it with gold nuggets to convince locals 
to invest in their entrepreneurial venture. And it worked. 
People ponied up hundreds of thousands of dollars. The 
guys took the money and ran, leaving people holding 
worthless stock in a company built on lies," I said from the 
kitchen as I fished out Cowboy and Pixie's food bowls and 
kibble from their travel bag. 

"Which is pretty much what all this surveillance tech will 
end up being - "devices" salted with some nuggets of 
software placed inside to trick idiots into investing and 
signing service contracts. The software can't do what they 
promise. It's wrong more often than it's right, and since it's 



programmed by humans, it will always be flawed. Politicians 
would rather buy a gold accumulator than actually work to 
fix an underlying problem because they're so simple minded 
they always go for the quick fix, especially if it's tied to a 
get-rich-quick scheme. Con artists know this and have been 
exploiting it for centuries. The media, government 
investigators, barristers and in your case, attorneys general, 
know this, but they never hold anyone accountable by 
naming names - making it possible for these people to carry 
on their scams. Notice how all they ever do is talk about 
how banks allegedly committed fraud; corporations were 
allegedly negligent when their products and services injure 
people; car manufacturers are allegedly deceptive when 
they fail safety and pollution tests, government employees 
and elected officials may have been careless when they let 
infrastructure poison the community; the military might 
have ignored service members' housing complaints and 
continued allowing a private management company to 
allegedly poison military children with mold and lead, law 
enforcement or the housing council may have been lax in 
their duties when people were trampled to death at a 
football stadium or burned to death in their apartment 
building - but they don't pillory the specific people who 
perpetrated the crimes or hold the people at the top 
accountable? Individuals make the decisions that lead to 
these atrocities. People decide to ignore safety complaints 
and scientific data. A guy who gets shot after leading cops 
on a chase after stealing a pack of diapers, has his entire life 
story splashed on the news for DAYS! The media interviews 
his first-grade teacher, his neighbors, and the person who 
operates the laundromat where he does his laundry. They 
scrape his social media accounts, hack his cell phone's voice 
mail, and follow his girlfriend and kid all over town, all while 
screaming JOURNALISM! But executives, bankers, 
politicians and the like get treated with kid gloves. If the 
media and all your inane talk-show hosts had treated Trottel 
like they treat a petty thief trying to keep his kid from 



getting diaper rash, or hell, even a nasty-as-they-come serial 
killer, he'd never have won the election. Both our countries 
have two sets of rules for criminals. Those at the top might, 
at best, resign if the heat gets to be too much, but they do 
so with tens of millions in compensation and are given cushy 
board sets at other corporations or universities. You might 
occasionally read about fines paid to states or communities, 
or private out-of-court settlements where attorneys take an 
80% cut of the check and nothing is admitted to by the 
cheating perpetrators - but the actual victims are never truly 
compensated and the idiot media only covers the “heroism" 
of the lawyer who fought the battle, elevating them to 
demand more in their next settlement or boosting their run 
for a political seat," said Daisy as she scrambled up a couple 
eggs for the dogs and instructed me with gestures to warm 
up some rice she'd set on the counter after I'd started some 
kibble soaking in bowls for my four-legged kids. 

“Yeah, I've never been able to understand why Americans 
seem to be okay with the double standards and 
propaganda," said Jesse from his chair in the living room. 

“And it's not just America. The UK has the same 
problems. Even Canada and Australia have lost the plot 
when it comes to human rights and broken promises and 
fear mongering. You expect some dictatorial behavior from 
certain countries where the government is weaker than its 
military or its religious leaders or its drug lords - but our 
countries exclaim to the world that they are evolved, 
civilized, and superior to all other nations while acting 
exactly like the corrupt governments they claim to be 
greater than,” said Daisy setting the eggs aside to cool and 
dishing out some rice into a bowl labeled “Miss Aggie". 

I read the name on the bowl and changed the subject 
abruptly. “Why do I know that name. Miss Aggie?" 

Daisy just smiled and asked, “Have you ever read about 
women code breakers in the first half of the 20*^ century?" 

“That's it! Agnes Meyer! That's what her co-workers 
used to call her, right?" 



“How do you remember that kind of stuff?" asked Jesse as 
he walked into the kitchen carrying the sandwich platter. 

“How do you remember all the characters from Lord of the 
Rings? Things of interest just stick with you," I said, setting 
down the dog food bowls for Pixie and Cowboy by the French 
doors that opened to the back yard so that Miss Aggie could 
have her usual eating area in the kitchen all to herself. 

As we cleaned up from our meal and the dogs', we fell 
into easy conversation about books and favorite characters. 

Fresh cups of tea in hand we retired back to the living 
room. Jesse and I took the sofa across the wooden coffee 
table from Daisy's chair and its empty twin. The dogs, full 
and content, curled up on their respective beds and fell 
asleep to the drone of our conversation about the GOD - the 
Good Old Days. 

Somehow talking about code breakers and Tolkien had 
morphed into reminiscing about the '80s and '90s when 
computers, and cell phones, and tablets, and modems, and 
watches, and cars either didn't exist or were simple 
machines that didn't need constant operating system and 
security updates. We talked about owning physical copies 
of music, movies, games, & books that no one could claw 
back, delete, or lock you out of by stealing your login 
credentials. We talked about buying tickets for concerts and 
comedy shows by calling a human being or standing in line 
- back when you didn't have to create accounts, pay 
“handling fees" to print your own tickets, and scalping 
wasn't funded by venture capitalists. We waxed nostalgic 
for sitting in coffee shops and talking with friends or flirting 
with cuties at the next table instead of staring at a social 
media app hoping a stranger would like your post or ogling 
some half-dressed influencer trying to sell you some vape 
pen or sketchy looking leggings. We laughed over yearning 
for the days of landlines and the romance of a message on 
an answering machine - a time before endless scam calls 
and texts from fake IRS and Social Security employees that 
reduced our current communication devices to very 



expensive irritations we hated but had somehow been 
brainwashed into thinking we needed to have with us at all 
times. We compared notes on how we'd begun to ween 
ourselves off all the 21^* Century technology - laughing as 
we recited the titles of two dollar DVDs we'd collected from 
charity shops and CDs we'd hoarded from the '90s. We 
shared stories of friends, fellow Gen Xers, who were also 
pulling back from all the technology - the ones who insisted 
on buying dumb cars and televisions, refused to buy 
internet connected doorbells, locks, speakers, and toasters, 
and who had deleted their social media accounts, or at a 
minimum, whittled them down to a single locked Hisser 
account used to follow traffic accounts, official accounts for 
fire, earthquake, and weather monitoring, and a few 
carefully curated friends and journalists. 

We chatted until late into the evening, let the dogs out 
for a late night wee, and retired to rest up for the days 
ahead. 


August 2 ^^, 2017 
Daisy and Oliver's house 
Kent, UK 
Morning 

Kids and dogs love their routines. With no young kids in 
our lives, the three of us revolved our schedules around our 
dogs. Early morning excursion into the yard to empty 
bladders, stalk the humans until they get dressed and take 
you out for a decent walk, home for breakfast - dogs first, 
then humans! And morning nappies, preferably in a sunny 
patch on a soft bed. 

As the dogs napped, ears cocked to make sure we weren't 
having fun without them, the humans got down to the 
business at hand. 



Jesse left Daisy and I sitting at the kitchen table finishing 
our tea and went to finish packing our suitcases and the 
dogs' bag. Daisy opened a door in the breakfront tucked 
into the corner of the room and handed me an iPhone SE. A 
black sticker was affixed over the front facing camera and it 
was mounted in a custom case that had a built-in slider that 
covered both the rear-facing camera and the LED light that 
served as flash and flashlight. It could be slid open half-way 
to allow use of the flashlight mode, or slid open all the way 
to use the camera and the flash as needed. 

“My new Carnyx phone?" I asked. “I love the size of these 
things, especially compared to the new clunkers - it's like 
they're reverting back to the '80s when cell phones were the 
size of cinder blocks! They really could have just put 
cellphone bits in iPad Minis and offered these little dudes - 
something for everyone. I hope they never get rid of these!" 

“They are the perfect size, aren't they? Which of course 
means Apple will discontinue them," she said with an eye 
roll. “Yes, that's your new Jinn phone, all set up and ready to 
use. Oliver said to have you leave your former phone and 
he'd give it a good scrub, even though he was fairly certain 
it would be fine. He did say it's just as well to give you this 
new phone because now you're on a European carrier which 
will make usage blend in more, and it's got the updated 
version of jinn so you saved him from having to get you a 
memory card for an update like he did for everyone else." 

“Just because I'm paranoid, doesn't mean they're not 
after me," I said, only half joking. 

“As Gran used to say, “An ounce of prevention is worth a 
pound of cure,"" replied Daisy with a smile 

“So, is this phone part of one of Lucille's corporate 
accounts like the other one?" I asked sliding the tiny carbon- 
fiber panel back and forth in its little grooves over the 
camera and LED light. 

“Yup, not linked to your name in any way, shape, or 
form," she said returning to the breakfront. 



She set a small case on the table in front of me. It was an 
old, hard-sided toiletry case - like one a woman would have 
traveled with in the '50s as she jetted from New York to Paris 
on Pan Am. It was powder blue with shiny chrome hardware. 
She passed me a tiny key I used to unlock and open the lid. 

I pulled out a fabric covered removable tray divided into 
sections meant to hold creams, makeup brushes, nail files, 
eyeliner, lipsticks, eye shadows, and the like, and set it on 
the small table in her formal dining room. A large empty 
space meant to store larger things like soap, perfume, 
shampoo, body powder, hair brushes, and probably packs of 
cigarettes, stared back at me. 

Daisy reached over the open lid and pushed on a spot 
just below the lip upon which the tray would rest once 
replaced in the case. I heard a small c//c/cand noticed the 
bottom of the case lift up ever so slightly on one side. Daisy 
pressed on the opposite side to tilt the panel up and 
exposed four small cellphones from four different carriers, 
their batteries, and a cell-phone charging port to USB 
adapter nestled in individual holes cut into black foam. 

"Oliver left these for you. They're all set up, loaded with 
money via prepaid phone cards from the different providers 
to pay for data, and ready to go. Just insert a battery - all of 
which are fully charged and should last for weeks - turn on 
the phone and launch the Hisser app he installed for you. 
You have access to logins, right?" 

"Yup, I've got a system for getting new ones after each 
use," I said. 

"When you've used one phone," she said getting up and 
going back to the breakfront, "pull its battery to make sure it 
gets disposed of correctly later, then smash the phone on 
the spot, stick it in one of these Faraday bags," she said 
handing me a small stack of heavy pouches she pulled from 
the cabinet, "and disappear the pieces - preferably in the 
very wet trash of another country." 

"Aye, aye. Boss," I said lifting one of the pouches and 
noticing Oliver had changed the design a bit from the ones I 



currently used in Luka. 

“And I understand you have the list?" said Daisy, referring 
to the interim leadership teams the Burners thought had the 
brains and ethics to see us all through to new elections. 

“Yup, I've got that too. I'm ready to go," I said closing the 
secret compartment with a click of the floor panel and 
replacing the tray insert. “I'll transfer my toiletry stuff to 
this case before we go, and we'll be all set. Where did you 
get this thing anyway?" I asked marveling at what great 
shape it was in for its age. 

“It was my mom's," replied Daisy, wistfully. “She bought 
it special for a trip she and my dad were going to take, to 
the US of all places. They'd never had a proper honeymoon, 
much less a vacation, so we kids all chipped in to give them 
a pile of money so they could run away. They were going to 
rent a convertible Mustang and drive Route 66. Mom 
wanted to swim in the warm Gulf of Mexico and see the 
Redwoods in California. Dad wanted to go to Detroit and see 
the birth place of muscle cars and pickup trucks. But Dad 
got sick so the trip was postponed, and then Dad died and 
Mom didn't have the heart to go alone - Oliver even offered 
to take her and complete her and Dad's list, but she didn't 
want to do it without Dad. She died a couple of years later, 
and when we were clearing out their closets for the charity 
shop, I found this case. It was empty except for a photo of 
Dad and the list they'd made of all the things they were 
going to do in America. I couldn't part with it..." she said 
drifting off into memories. 

“Are you sure you want me to take this?" I asked gently 
locking the clasp. “I'm sure we can find another way to 
secure the phones." 

“No, I want you to take it. I think part of my parents' 
souls is locked in the fabric of that thing. They need this 
adventure. They need to be a part of this, this...What the 
heck is this thing we're doing?" she asked me with a smile. 

“Viva la Renovation!" said Jesse, walking into the kitchen 
from loading suitcases in the car just in time to catch Daisy's 



question. 

“Viva la Renovation???” asked Daisy with a laugh. 

“There have been a million revolutions. They're so 
and 19 th Century. Civil wars are just bloody power struggles 
between people who hate change and those who demand it. 
We don't need a different form of government - we just need 
to knock out the rot, termites, and mold; and repair the 
cracked foundation. Too much deferred maintenance and 
too many crappy decision makers over the decades have run 
our countries down - but we've got good bones...wait there's 
something there, something about being built on the good 
bones of our ancestors..." he said grasping for the rest of the 
analogy. 

“Says the man whose favorite tool is a computer 
keyboard," I said laughing. “Let's not tell Daisy about that 
time we replaced the linoleum flooring in our condo - she 
may not let us carry out our assignment," I said with wide 
eyes and my index finger to my lips. 

“I think it'll be okay," said Daisy handing me the travel 
case. “You and I descend from the oldest, strongest bones in 
the universe. If anyone can get this done, it'll be Aza's 
family." 

A single bark from Cowboy drew our attention from the 
dining room, through the kitchen, to the living room behind 
us. A small tree with an off-white trunk and a canopy of 
flowers and leaves from a small violet plant sat on Daisy's 
coffee table. 




“This is bone!" said Daisy holding up and staring at the 
trunk of the tree. 

“Of course it is," I said with a little chuckle taking a closer 
look myself. “Aza is the mistress of the metaphorically 
literal." 

“Do I even want to know whose bone it is?" she asked, a 
little unnerved. 



“My guess is it's probably a descendant of hers, so by 
definition an ancestor of ours, maybe more closely related to 
you than me," I said stroking the smooth, aged surface and 
noticing that the violet plant was potted in the bone, not 
just arranged and glued to the top of the bone which itself 
looked like it must have been part of the femur of a rather 
large adult. 

“Well, here's to good bones," said Jesse. 

“Viva la renovation," said Daisy with a laugh. 

The mantle clock chimed causing us all to look its way - 
7:25 a.m. 

“That's not right," said Daisy. “It only chimes on the 
hour." 

“That's Aza," I said smiling. 

“Is she approving of our renovation or telling us to get our 
butts in gear?" 

“Probably both," I said moving towards the kitchen to 
pack up the dogs' bowls. 

“Well, in that case - Jesse, that blue case on the dining 
table needs to be loaded in the car and I'll help Laura get 
the dogs packed up...best not to piss off the woman who 
makes pots out of her kids' bones," said Daisy embracing 
the moment in all its weirdness. 

“Aye, aye Ma'am," said Jesse hopping to. 

By 7:45 we were in the car and waving goodbye to Daisy 
as she shrunk in our rearview mirror. 

Next stop - France! 


St:*** 


We discussed our options. We could pull over, turn off 
and secure our own personal cellphones, drive a bit and 
power up one of the disposable phones to send the posts 
over cellular service, or we could continue on until we hit a 
small town, turn off our personal phones there, and try to 



find a public Wi-Fi system at a cafe or library to use a 
disposable phone. 

We opted for a hybrid option. As we drove along the D- 
roads through Parc Naturel Regional des Ardennes in 
northern France, we watched as our cellular signal came and 
went, the mountains blocking the limited signal in the area. 
As soon as we saw the signal fail completely, we pulled over, 
shut down our personal phones and the Carnyx phone, 
secured them first in their Faraday pouches, then in one of 
Luka's seat pockets where they joined my Carnyx phone. I 
pulled one of my throw-away phones and a battery from the 
travel case and popped them in the glove box before driving 
off. 

We popped out of the Parc, invisible by technology 
standards, and made our way to Charleville-Mezieres for 
lunch. 

I love the French because they love dogs. Jesse loves the 
French because they make pain magnifique. Is it funny that 
pain means bread in French? I'd like a PB&J on whole wheat 
pain, an ALT on toasted pain, egg salad on gluten-free pain, I 
thought to myself as we looked for a parking spot. That's 
one thing I won't miss about the US - the gluten-free no 
carbohydrate diets everyone was on. Give me bread and 
pasta or give me death!!! I exclaimed inside my own head 
as I parallel parked like a boss in front of what my addled 
brain rattled off as deux cafes et une shop de livres. “Gah, 
my French is horrible!" I said as Jesse and I unbuckled and I 
gathered up my iPod and stowed it in my messenger bag. 

"Can't be worse than mine, my petit fromage," he replied, 
pulling the door handle to get out. 

"Father of the Bride?" I asked over the roof of the car, 
trying to recall the movie that was from. 

"Who knows," he said, shutting the car door. "I just 
remember the lines at this point, not where I heard them." 

"Wonder if that's a sign of Old Timers," I said with a 
laugh, pressing the button on my car key and locking the 
door. 



We tacked up the dogs and Jesse took them down the 
road to a small park to do their business before we got a 
table for lunch. I window shopped at the bookstore and kept 
an eye on the car. Suitcases were tucked away under the 
hatch cover, and the car looked empty save for the dog bed 
in the hammock - which with the tinted windows you'd have 
to look really hard to see, but I wasn't comfortable in my 
surroundings, or I was too scarred from years in America 
having your car broken into is about as routine as paying 
five bucks for a coffee. 

In horrible French, I asked for a table on the sidewalk, 
ordered soups and salads, and tried not to act American. 
Jesse just went mute and the dogs charmed everyone who 
walked by. We relaxed. It was warm but not hot, clear skies 
but not desert dry, and the food was delicious - especially 
the bread. The town was busy but not in an American 
tourist trap sort of way. We caught the sounds of French and 
German being spoken and even a couple speaking with 
Scottish accents. We had joked in the car about who we 
could pretend to be - wine snobs, hobby farmers, or 
freelance photographers. It was great fun to invent 
alternate personalities. We'd decided to just play it honest 
since we were running Luka's real UK plates and would be 
given away as Americans as soon as we opened our mouths 
- plus, getting caught lying would be embarrassing - and 
possibly get us in trouble. But it didn't stop us from 
fantasizing about what we'd do if we'd had fake plates and 
better language skills - I'd be Pilar, a photojournalist and 
Jesse would be Sebastian, a former government employee - 
wink, wink, nudge, nudge who'd retired to become my 
assistant after some close scrapes at work, wink, wink, 
nudge, nudge. 

“Well Pilar, shall we?" Jesse asked standing up and 
navigating the dogs around table and chair legs until their 
leashes were free. 



“But of course, Sebastian," I said with a laugh and stood 
up. 

We perused the book store. It had an excellent cross 
section of new and used tomes, even a few in English. We 
purchased a couple of books en frangais - one about making 
bread for Jesse to take home to the Pub, and one ancient one 
that seemed to be about gardening or plant identification, 
which I bought for the pretty, seemingly hand-drawn and 
hand-painted illustrations. 

We walked down the street, crossed, and walked up the 
opposite side, window shopping and buying little treats like 
normal tourists. We stopped to sit on a shaded bench in the 
small park Jesse had earlier walked the dogs. I fiddled 
around in my messenger bag and pulled a small digital 
camera from my bag to take a photo of Jesse and the dogs 
on the bench, then Jesse did the same for me. 

We walked back to Luka, cleaned off the dogs' paws and 
bottoms, and popped them in their bed-lined hammock in 
the back of the car. 

I got in the passenger side of car while Jesse put our 
newly purchased books and chocolates in the boot. 

“Where to, M'lady?" he asked firing up Luka's engine. 

“Take me to Wi-Fi," I commanded. 

“As you wish." 

We drove for about an hour and decided we were far 
enough away from both where we'd stopped for lunch and 
Cassie's house where we were headed for the night. 

I assembled the cellphone and turned it on as Jesse 
drove. We hadn't seen security cameras or surveillance 
systems of any kind in the hours since we'd left the coast of 
France. Which wasn't to say there were none, but out where 
we were, short of a satellite or drone tracking us, there was 
little chance anyone knew or cared where we were. 

“I've got signal," I said. 

“Go for it then," said Jesse relaxed in the driver's seat. “I 
haven't seen another car since we left Charleville-Mezieres. 



Do this fast enough and we might not pass another living 
soul.” 

I opened the Hisser app, logged in using the credentials 
I'd asked Don for early that morning, composed three posts - 
one to announce the deletion of credit bureau files, one to 
announce the deletion of student debt files, and one to 
announce the deletion of voter files complied and held by 
the Democratic National Committee and Republican 
National Committee - all three activities courtesy of Carnyx. 
It still bugged me to take credit for what the Wick Burners 
had done, but Max had insisted. None of this is about credit 
and ego, it's about right and wrong and accountabiiity We 
know the truth, we don't care that the worid wiii never know 
who we are or what we've done. We aii have a part to piay 
and yours is to be our mask. And our errand giri! Now get 
moving! she'6 said when I'd tried to object to letting Carnyx 
take credit for the personal dossier release in early July. 

I uploaded the three posts, followed back some people 
who had followed the account, and spent about two minutes 
reposting Strikers and responding to a few of the most 
recent posts sent to Carnyx. 

"Do you think we've changed towers since we I started 
this a few minutes ago?” I asked. 

"Maybe. Why?” asked Jesse. 

"It would establish a southerly direction for our 
movement and further obscure our plans. I'm willing to bet 
Duke has someone watching for activity on the account then 
calling up folks at Hisser to bribe or blackmail them using 
Augustine files they've held onto. The Hisser employee 
provides device and service provider data which Duke can 
then use to manipulate employees at the cell phone 
provider to get them identify the tower through which the 
account is accessed.” 

"Want me to keep going?” 

"Nah. Don't want to push our luck and come across any 
other drivers. I'm shutting it down and pulling the battery. 
I'm done. This phone is done,” I said and slipped the phone 



into a dog poo bag, poured in some water to submerge it, 
and tied off the bag. 

With the phone dead, Jesse made a quick u-turn and 
started back towards the Parc Naturel Regional des Ardennes 
where, about ninety minutes later, we stopped to walk the 
dogs and beat the crap out of one of my poo bags with a 
rock. 

We turned our personal phones back on, popped out of 
the Parc back on the grid, and chose the road that would 
take us to Cassie's house in Strasbourg. 

By the time we reached Cassie's it was after 9 p.m. Her 
parents were in the south to escape the heat, which left a 
nice little hole in the garage to park Luka out of sight for the 
night. We felt fairly certain we didn't have much to worry 
about, but no point in tempting fate. 

We'd been off the grid for the few hours we'd been 
driving from the Parc so had no idea what, if any, impact 
Carnyx's earlier posts had had. 

After unloading the car, we joined our hostess on her 
back patio to catch up. 

She'd seen the Carnyx posts go up and reported that the 
media had done their usual “Breaking News'', screaming 
chyron, expert-because-they-have-an-opinion-column guest 
segments; but that the general public had been eerily quiet. 
The media hadn't noticed the missing voice of the majority 
of the public, because they were, as usual, only tuned into 
the screaming banshees of chaos and vanity. The media 
reported that in America and the UK people were not paying 
their bills - both because they simply refused and because 
many were not receiving payroll checks due to being on 
Strike - and that there was fear no one would be able to 
make them as there was no law enforcement tasked with 
enforcing payment and even if there was, how do you make 
millions of people pay their bills? The usual Republican and 
Tory suspects ranted and raved about criminal hackers and 
the need for corporations to be protected and paid because 



something, something, Jobs...which was laughable as they 
were the first to lay off people to prop up share prices, but 
no one pointed that out because the media doesn't do that. 
The Democrats and Labour Party members opened their bag 
of tricks and pulled out the only things in it since 2006 - 
cliches and quotes from Abraham Lincoln and Martin Luther 
King. 

“Well, at least no one said, “Prayers!'"' I said rolling my 
eyes. 

Cassie laughed and poured some more iced tea into my 
glass - a lovely Earl Grey iced tea I suspected she might 
have made just for me since, as I'd learned a few years ago, 
it is NOT a European thing to drink! 

She took a sip of her own tea and I thought to myself with 
a smile - I've corrupted her! 

“Yeah, they only pull that one out when white people die 
in tragedies they could have prevented," she said setting 
down her glass. “Me? I'm waiting to see what you 
Americans have in store tomorrow. The Brits and Canadians 
will benefit from the deletion of the credit bureau files since 
there's cross-over there, but mostly it'll be the Americans 
who are going to feel even more unshackled. Here on the 
Continent our rebellion has been more muted. People here 
in France are fine talking about not going to school in the 
fall, enjoying their long summer vacation, and participating 
in a little non-violent agitation...that's right in their 
wheelhouse. But the truth is, everyone is holding their 
breath waiting to see what you Americans do. If you can cut 
the head off the snake, we'll all help chop up the body; but if 
you all wimp out, the EU will go back to business as usual - 
we at least have basic privacy protections and decent 
healthcare here. If America misses this opportunity, you 
may as well start learning Russian and Chinese, and Canada, 
well, poor Canada, what's the Russian word for “Annex"?" 

“The UK is going to have some interesting choices to 
make if that happens," said Jesse. “If America gets bought 



up by the Chinese or invaded by Russia, how quickly do you 
think the UK will be begging to cancel Article 50?” 

"Let's put it this way - Scotland should really consider 
having a second independence referendum or learn to speak 
German, because frankly becoming a German protectorate 
will be its only salvation. Northern Ireland will become a 
ghost town haunted by elitist Protestants and misogynist 
Catholics - neither of whom will be allowed south of the 
border, and Wales and England will be led over the edge of 
their flat earth by Boris,” said Cassie. 

"You think Boris will be Prime Minister?” I asked, dribbling 
tea out of my mouth in shock. 

"Absolutely! It's the only way this can play out. Trottel 
and the rancid GOP trouncing the flaccid Democrats, Boris, 
his brother from another mother, running the UK's exit from 
the EU and plowing the HSS Britannia into an iceberg...! 
mean, if you were running this circus of a soap opera, how 
else would you write it?” she said darkly. 

"Makes you wonder what's wrong with all of us that we let 
it get this far,” said Jesse picking at his plate of fruit, cheese, 
and bread. "How do people who call themselves "smart”, 
"cultured”, and "superior” look at men like Trottel and Boris 
and think, "YES! Those are the men to lead us!”?” 

"Easy, they've redefined "ignorant”, "racist”, and "white” 
as "smart”, "cultured”, and "superior”. As long as no one 
touches their monthly benefit checks and free Viagra, they 
give zero rips about anything else. As long as politicians 
keep giving them people to blame for the rising cost of 
expenses, they won't ask questions or require facts. 
Healthcare costs went up? It's women and all their 
abortions! Education sucks? It's kids from Latin America 
taking all the seats! Traffic jams and sky-high housing prices 
got you down? It's all the poors who want to live in nice 
neighborhoods! Why won't they just live in the slums they 
can afford and find work in their own neighborhoods? It's 
not like we need them to teach our kids, work in banks and 



grocery stores and pharmacies, or lance our butt boils!” I 
spat out angrily. 

”1 just wish I had a crystal ball and could see how it's all 
going to turn out,” said Cassie wistfully. 

I spun the stones on my Hexensteine bracelet debating 
whether to tell Jesse and Cassie what I knew. 

Before we'd left The Tree, I'd decided to check in on 
Trottel and some members of Congress. I wanted to know if 
they had even a single thought about resigning and starting 
to set things right. Trottel's mind was just a heaving sea of 
vomit. His thoughts were angry, bitter, and whizzing around 
like a ball of drunken gnats. He was furious that so many in 
the military wouldn't obey him, that no one was loyal to him, 
and that he couldn't find Carnyx, because he was positive if 
he could find them and put on a big show of convicting 
them of treason, he'd be the most beloved President ever. 
He was obsessed. He declared to himself he would never 
leave office until he'd served his eight years and ensured his 
daughter became the first female President of the United 
States. He sincerely believed that if he could just accuse 
someone, anyone, of being Carnyx, he could win. I 
discovered that he, the Senate Majority Leader, and the 
Senate President pro tern had privately met to discuss 
options for who they could frame as Carnyx. They reasoned 
that it couldn't be that hard, especially given that their coup 
had gone off without a hitch - their abhorrent faction of 
corrupt Republicans had total control over the White House, 
the Department of Justice, the Congress, and the Supreme 
Court. There was nothing they couldn't get away with, they 
could accuse anyone and order the Department of Justice to 
go after them for federal crimes of cyber-terrorism, treason, 
espionage, and hell, throw in some rumors about animal 
abuse and child trafficking too for good measure. They'd 
chuckled together and toasted each other over how the 
three of them had conspired and finally realized their goal to 
gain control of all three branches of government by refusing 



to seat Supreme Court Justices during the previous 
administration and getting their two guys in as soon as 
Trottel took the White House. Now they were scouring their 
lists and files of people who had dared to defy them over the 
decades, actively looking for Blacks, Latinos, Muslims, 
journalists, celebrities, ACLU attorneys. Planned Parenthood 
employees, female politicians, or any combination of the 
aforementioned to frame as Carnyx. They figured they'd kill 
two birds with one bullet - payback against old enemies and 
take down Carnyx. 

I'd felt sick to my stomach to learn what I had. If Trottel, 
his closest minions, and these two Senators were willing to 
go to these lengths, there was no way they were ever going 
to step down unless the pressure just became too much to 
bear...But how would we increase the pressure? I wondered 
to myself. Squeeze, was the only answer I could come up 
with. 

I'd told Max about what I'd overheard so she could start 
planning rebuttals to accusations against innocent people 
and ways for Carnyx to respond if anyone was actually taken 
into custody, but I didn't tell Jesse and Cassie. No point in 
stressing them out, I reasoned. No one can take down 
Carnyx by framing innocent people. They can try to plant 
stories at the New York Eagle and Rudock News per usual, 
but as soon as they make arrests, Carnyx and the Burners 
would retaliate in a significant way - gonna be kind of hard 
to claim you have Carnyx in custody if, say, subways 
suddenly stop running in Los Angeles, New York, and 
London, can't exactly claim they all went off-line for 
maintenance at the same time. 

“Wouldn't that be awesome!" I replied to Cassie pulling 
myself from my memories. “There's just no way to know. 
Unless you know someone who has a time machine, I guess. 
But would the existence of a time machine have altered 
events already so that this timeline we're in, with Trottel as 
President, corporate puppet masters, and a rotten Congress, 



would never have existed?” I asked Jesse, knowing it would 
send him down a hole that would liven up the mood. 

"Now there's a question,” he said, leaning back into the 
couch to ponder the paradoxes. ”1 guess it would depend on 
when the time machine was invented and used - before 
2016 and maybe it changes the outcome of the 2016 
election, after January, 2017, and we're still porked.” 

"And it probably matters who controls the time machine,” 
added Cassie, ready to play What If. 

"True, true,” replied Jesse. "If some rogue CIA black ops 
unit snagged it under some national security authority and 
kept it hidden, it could certainly be used to steer the ship in 
a very scary direction. On the other hand, if the inventor 
was a decent person and managed to keep it a secret, he 
would be faced with the same dilemma code breakers and 
generals faced in World War II - warn convoys and risk Japan 
and Germany figuring out we were reading their 
communications, or sacrifice the lives of soldiers and 
civilians to keep secret the ability to read messages in hopes 
of a big score. Would the inventor call up ProPublica and tell 
them what the future held if Trottel won the election, 
thereby exposing the existence of the time machine? Or 
would he just use what he knew to save lives where he 
could, hoping it would all work out?” 

"Who says it's a he?” I asked with a raised eyebrow just to 
stir the soup. 

"Yeah!?” agreed Cassie with a smile of solidarity and a 
clink of her tea glass against mine. 

Jesse thought for a moment before speaking... 

"Okay, okay, I was a little bit sexist there. Truth is, a time 
machine would be built by a team - of men AND women. 
Every technological advancement humans have made has 
always been because men and women complement each 
other - they both bring skills to the table that solve 
problems. No way a single, solitary man does it all on his 
own, and even a group of men working on it would have 



benefited in some way from something women had done in 
the past - math, metallurgy, time science...” 

"Hang on, what the hell is "time science”?” I interrupted. 

"I have no idea,” he said throwing his hands up in the air. 
"I'm just trying to dig myself out of a man hole.” 

"What would you call the study of time? Timeology? 
Tempusology. Temporal Studies?” asked Cassie, curious to 
see where this landed. 

We went 'round and 'round for quite a while on the 
different types of time study that could exist and found none 
that exactly fit the study of time as it pertains to time 
machines. At some point, I recalled a line from a movie or 
television show in which it was theorized that time is like a 
burrito, it can fold over on itself, and one time can touch 
another instead of simply existing on a straight line running 
infinitely in both directions, which led to a discussion over 
where I'd heard it. 

"Fringe!" asked Jesse. 

"It does sound like something Walter would say, but I 
can't remember him working in burritos,” I said running 
through episodes in my head and only coming up with 
strawberry milkshakes. 

"Big Bang Theory!" asked Cassie. 

"Maybe. It was set in California and it sounds like a 
device they'd use to explain some Star Trek thing to Penny... 
but, I seem to recall it being discussed in a classroom. I 
dunno. Maybe they did it in the university lab?” I said, 
trying to access the image that refused to render in the back 
of my head. 

"Miiiennium!" asked Jesse. 

"What's that?” asked Cassie, confused. 

"It came out in the late '80s. Cheryl Ladd, Kris 
Kristofferson. Humans have fucked up the future so badly 
they need to steal humans from the past to repopulate the 
future,” I said. "But no, I don't think there were any burritos 
making cameos in that one.” 

"Somewhere in Time!" asked Jesse. 



“I can 


“Definitely not!" replied Cassie with a laugh, 
guarantee you no burritos in that movie." 

“Journeyman, Do Over, FAQ About Time Travel, 
Timeline???” asked Jesse rattling off some of his favorites, 
knowing I might have seen one of them in our quarter of a 
century together. 

Finally, we gave up and searched an approximation of the 
quote only to discover it was from Peggy Sue Got Married'. 
My brain had been holding onto that memory for over thirty 
years! And without the internet, I probably wouldn't have 
ever remembered where the hell I'd heard it, a realization 
which caused Jesse to exclaim, "THIS is what the internet 
was invented for!" 

To which Cassie replied with a giggle, "I thought it was for 
free porn." 

"Free porn, movie lines, and ordering burritos to be 
delivered to your door...Welcome to the 21^* Century, you 
can't get a job or afford to buy a home, but dammit there's 
free porn! Porn, porn, porn...the word is losing all meaning," 

I said yawning and stretching my arms. 

"On that note. I'm taking my wife to bed," said Jesse with 
a laugh. 

"I think we've broken her," said Cassie. 

"Porn, porn, porny, horny porn, horny porny, horny porny 
pony..." I mumbled as Jesse pushed me down the hall to the 
guest bedroom. 

"Yes, Dear," said Jesse as Cassie giggled over the sound of 
the clinking glasses she was picking up in the living room. 

As Jesse snored next to me a couple hours later, I was 
awake with my thoughts. I drifted back to our conversation 
about the code breakers in WWII. What if they could have 
used their Intel to take out Hitler and Mussolini and Rommel 
and Yamamoto in 1940, before the war got a chance to even 
get off the ground? If you cut off the head, does it really kill 
the snake? Or Is it like a Hydra - if you remove Hitler or 
Trottel and a handful of the worst senators, do more just 



show up to fill the void? Is there a way to hold back the 
waves of assholes who rush In to plant their flag? I laid 
there in the dark wondering if / used Death Stone to take 
down Trottel and the senators, what would happen? Such 
are the effects of the Witching Hours. My brain chewed and 
sucked on the dilemma as if it were a hard butterscotch. 
The Vice President was just as bad as Trottel, but in far more 
Puritan ways - like The Scarlett Letter and the Crucible got 
him hard kind of ways. No one wanted that guy as 
President! The Speaker of the House and the Senate 
President pro tern were equally vile. Taking out a couple 
congress members might be gotten away with, but their 
state's governors would Just replace them with equally 
sinister options since that's all the south breeds. Removing 
the whole congress in pine boxes would start a panic - 
people would actually probably start screaming 
WITCHCRAFT, or at least the Century equivalent - 
TERRORISM! It occurred to me in that moment that the 
pencil-dicked losers and their chicken-shit puppet masters 
who on September 11, 2001, murdered innocent people 
because they lacked the intelligence, scruples, and 
cleverness to rally people to demand change without 
violence, had actually done more on that one day to destroy 
America than most people were prepared to recognize. Like 
Puritans in 17^^ Century American colonies, we had given up 
all our freedoms to a group of old white men who only need 
whisper the word terrorism and we were all ready to bind 
people's limbs and throw them in rivers. The Hydra was too 
big now. It wasn't just a handful of Puritans who got their 
rocks off subjugating people, it wasn't just a few racists who 
thought they had the right to rule the world, nope, we were 
now ruled by tens of thousands of wealthy bigots who 
thought anyone poorer than them was disposable - and to 
add to it, we had a population that supported that notion. 
Somehow, we and our cousins in other nations had been 
manipulated to accept as fact that our lot in life was to 
funnel money into the pockets of the owner of the fad of the 



moment and protect the share price of health insurance 
companies. This is why Guy Fawkes wouid have faiied even 
if he and his iittie band of gun powder boys had succeeded. 
You can re pi ace the beams and joists the termites ate, but if 
you don't tent the whoie house and get rid of them aii, 
they'ii just gnaw away on the tasty new wood and you'ii be 
right back where you started. My brain changed tacks but 
stayed the course. The whoie paiace intrigue, murder by 
poisoned dress thing never ends weii. It just changes the 
players, but not the game. Nope, it has to be resignation, 
an acknowledgement of the complete failure to perform the 
job they were tasked with, and a dean election by the 
people. We need to change the game and the players. We 
need to open the windows, air out the fetid history, and 
rebuild a society that truly understands equality, freedom of 
choice, protection of the innocent, education, and 
environmentalism - otherwise there's just no point in having 
children anymore, they're just grist for the money mills, 
brought up to believe that buying someone's brand of 
lipstick will make their lives whole. Well, there's always The 
Opal... 

As that last thought faded from my head, I realized that 
Jesse and Cowboy had synchronized their snores. I was 
getting it in stereo! I looked down at the big stuffed bed 
shared by Pixie and Cowboy and saw her eyes reflecting the 
tiny bit of light they could absorb in the dark room - she was 
as awake as I was. 

“Pix, come here,” I whispered. 

She got up off the bed, shook, and walked over to my 

hand dangling off the side of the bed. At home, the dogs 

each had their own bed so while she was probably used to 
the snores, she felt out of sorts sharing a bed in a strange 
house. 

I lifted her up and plopped her in the valley between 

Jesse and myself. She walked in a full circle, laid down on 

her side, and let out a big breath of contentment I didn't 



even need the Animal Stone to understand. It was just 
enough disruption to make Jesse turn over, facing away from 
Pixie and me, and quiet down. I let out my own sigh of 
contentment and the next thing I knew the room was 
flooded with light and Cowboy was standing on his two back 
legs, resting his two front legs on the side of the bed next to 
me, and chuffing for attention. I looked over the side of the 
bed at him, his little nose barely reaching half-way up the 
mattress, and scooped him up. 

“You get lonely down there. Little Man?" I asked him as he 
stood on my chest. “Okay, you wake up these two slackers 
and I'll get dressed to take you out," I said and placed him in 
the middle of the bed. 

He walked over Pixie's sacked-out body and stuck his 
cold, wet nose right in Jesse's closed eye. 



Chapter XLVIl 


August 2017 
Strasbourg, France 
7 a.m. 

Our next stop was Germany, but we weren't in any hurry. 
As far as I knew, the only thing I had left to do was post the 
list of interim leadership suggestions, and I wasn't supposed 
to do that until there was some indication that the current 
leaders were under enough pressure to begin considering 
resigning - and all indications were, they were digging in 
like the parasitic worms they were. But, since our day was 
still young and most of America hadn't even gone to bed the 
previous day yet, we didn't know what the next twelve hours 
would bring. 

Over breakfast we talked about what we could do with 
our day of carefree freedom. Our proximity to Alsace and the 
tiny village of Dambach, the ancestral home of one of the 
branches of my family, made the choice a no-brainer. Cassie 
said the dogs could stay with her so the two of us set off in 
Luka to explore old grave yards, libraries, and used book 
stores. 

For hours, we wandered in blissful ignorance, taking 
photos, imagining what the area might have looked like in 
1875 when the last of my Houlards packed their trunks and 
left France for good. We walked the trails in and around Le 
Chateau du Bernstein, west of the village. We bought wine 
as gifts for Cassie, Clementine, Daisy, and Emma. It was as if 
the rest of the world didn't exist. Vile politicians, rotten 
corporate executives, narcissistic commuters who bully their 
way into traffic without blinkers or putting down their stupid 
cell phones, all ceased to exist. I stood at the top of the 
Chateau du Bernstein tower and looked east towards 



Dambach-la-Ville, then turned and looked north, west and 
south, surveying the lands where my ancestors had lived for 
hundreds and probably thousands of years. Lands that had 
been claimed by power-hungry religious zealots and fought 
over for millennia, where they had finally felt so unsafe and 
overtaxed they crossed a continent, an ocean, and 
eventually another continent to find peace and prosperity. I 
breathed in the warm, sweet air that now offered their 
descendant respite from the horrors that plagued the 
countries to which they'd fled those centuries ago. I 
wondered why most humans seem cursed to be driven from 
place to place, fattened up like sheep, and led to slaughter 
by greedy herders. I realized what an ignorant species we 
are - we record history, but we refuse to learn to evolve from 
it. We record history just to repeat it in more and more 
horrifying ways. Our ancestors didn't talk about their 
struggles, choosing to lock them away and focus on building 
better lives - which is all well and good, but provides a false 
sense of security in subsequent generations who don't have 
the advantage of knowing what quicksand and subjugation 
look like. Our ancestors gave up farms and family homes to 
move to cities in the 19 *^ century, and now their 
descendants are doing the same in the 21^* century. They've 
allowed themselves to be enslaved by debt obtained to buy 
objects they're told will make them happy. They've been 
indoctrinated into believing a god wants them to suffer and 
die in his name. They've allowed themselves to be 
convinced that giving up their liberties to overlords will 
ensure their safety and security. They don't have the benefit 
of hearing the stories of the experiences of survivors of 
famine, religious wars, racism, misogyny, homophobia, or 
any other form of bigotry used as an excuse to crush people 
and usurp their individual power. They have no idea they 
are being bent over a barrel because they don't know what a 
barrel looks like or what the act of being sodomized feels 
like because no one taught them. I recalled the 
exasperation I felt in my thirties as I learned the true history 



of the world, the one they don't teach you in white-washed 
school textbooks, the one that caused my own ancestors to 
flee farms, homes, and businesses in France, Germany, 
Scotland, and Ireland to move to cities in search of jobs, and 
couldn't help but compare them to the millions of people 
currently cramming into San Francisco, Los Angeles, San 
Diego, New York, and Chicago in search of money, only to be 
beaten down by squalor, disease, addiction, poverty, and 
ego. I looked around at the people of Dambach and envied 
them their steadfast, simple lives. I wondered who amongst 
them had been here long enough to have ancestors who 
knew mine, and who amongst them had only recently 
decided to get off the rollercoaster and embrace clean air, 
healthy soil, and elbow room. I wondered what my life 
would have been like had even one of my ancestors not left 
their native lands, and then of course I realized my life 
wouldn't have existed at all. I wasn't sure if I was sad or 
glad my ancestors had all chosen paths that led to my 
existence... 

We drove back to Cassie's in exhausted, peaceful silence, 
the only sounds were the purr of Luka's engine and the dark 
evening wind blowing through her open windows. We had 
avoided news of the world all day and didn't want to break 
the spell Dambach had cast upon us by turning on the radio 
or looking at our cellphones other than to check for 
messages from family and friends - of which there had been 
none. 

We pulled into Cassie's open garage just before 9 p.m., 
excited to see Cowboy and Pixie and fall into bed - but that 
wasn't to be. 

We opened the door into the house and were met by two 
excited dogs and one manic friend. 

Over the yips, licks, and other inspection activities being 
performed by the dogs, Cassie tried to explain what had 



been going on in the States while we'd been drifting in 
blissful ignorance. 

The reports of credit bureau files and student debt having 
been deleted had led to massive, somewhat spontaneous 
walkouts by employees. They had been joined by Striking 
students, teachers, and other workers who had already been 
striking for days. City streets in Seattle, Portland, the Bay 
Area, Los Angeles, San Diego and all points east were filled 
with Strikers. Overnight they had organized by word of 
mouth and taken to the streets in small units to disable 
surveillance cameras - they'd cut power cords and yanked 
internet cables, shot paint balls at lenses, used lassos to 
yank them down, and generally brought Big Brother to his 
voyeuristic knees. As word had spread east to west that 
Carnyx had struck again and that surveillance was being 
rendered blind, employees at ports, in car factories, call 
centers, strip malls and megamalls, computer and biotech 
companies, air ports, city governments, and banks got up 
from their desks, stepped off their lines, and walked away 
from their cash registers to join their brethren in the streets. 
Some wore masks, some didn't. No one was openly carrying 
a cell phone or electronic device causing some news readers 
to speculate that the Strikers had wised up to the fact their 
devices were just expensive GPS trackers. 

There was no violence - even in Portland where for some 
reason tensions in the last couple of years had always boiled 
over into fist fights and projectile battles. There was no 
vandalism - no one smashed in the doors and windows of 
businesses, no one flipped and burned cars, no one spray 
painted testicles on the Washington Monument - but as we 
watched the footage broadcast by news channels on 
Cassie's computer, you got the feeling the crowd could turn 
vicious if provoked. 



Some Strikers chose to focus their ire directly at the 
masterminds of the economic and political treason that had 
been perpetrated. Live broadcasts were coming up on video 
sites of Strikers camped - literally in tents and caravans - on 
the nearest public land adjacent to the homes of corporate 
executives and politicians who had been exposed by Carnyx 
as having participated in the selling out of American citizens 
to the likes of Augustine Survey; social media, email 
providers, wireless providers, & other software technology 
companies; retailers, banks, car manufacturers, 
pharmaceutical companies, and Wall Street. These 
politicians and executives were going to be followed 
everywhere they went - tracked, and stalked like they had 
done to ignorant citizens for years. The Strikers vowed that 
these politicians and executives and their families would 
know no peace or privacy until every American did. “And if 
you think hopping on your private plane to your private 
island will protect you, think again - your maids, your 
gardeners, your chefs, your pilots, your nannies...all the 
people you underpay and treat like dirt are on our side! You 
have nowhere to hide!" proclaimed one Striker outside one 
of the compounds belonging to Cliquer's CEO. 

“I wonder what the supporters of Trottel and the GOP are 
up to," I mused as Cassie scrolled through the list of videos 
posted to a website. 

“Well for that you have to go to Rudock News or one of 
the skanky talk-radio hosts who proclaim school shootings 
and genocides were faked," said Jesse. 

“Why is it that those two groups go hand-in-hand?" I 
asked. “What does it tell you about Republicans these days 
that they align themselves with the worst of humanity? It's 
bad enough that voters chose to listen to and believe that 
drivel, but the fact that the Republican party leaders give 
them credibility, hell, exalted status even, is just so slimy. 
You'd think Republicans with any vestige of scruples would 
be distancing themselves from that whole sewer - but they 



all just swim in it like it's a crystal-clear lake on the Wolfs 
Lair compound." 

Rudock News personalities were exploding in red-faced 
anger. They actually saved us the bother of checking in with 
all the talk-radio hosts by having them as guests and special 
commentators. Some of them were literally frothing at the 
mouth as they railed against Carnyx who dared to expose 
the inner-workings of corporations, the campaign donation 
and spending records of politicians, and the private business 
of the White House. 

And because it was Rudock News, no one bothered to 
counter that perhaps the inner workings of corporations, 
political campaigns, and the White House shouldn't be 
hidden when they are in violation of the Constitution, ethical 
standards, and security protocols...but hey, why should we 
expect Rudock News to do what the New York Eagle, and the 
morning shows won't? 

A few enterprising reporters from a few of those 
Millennial-only news channels that go by names like Corset, 
Gape, Styck, Rost, and Addictshun had gone out into the 
streets of Florida, Mississippi, Alabama, Ohio, and Indiana to 
talk to members of the community that never get called up 
to be a guest on The View, Ellen, or even their beloved 
Rudock News. Even if the video reports were edited for 
dramatic effect, there was no escaping the head-up-the-ass 
mentality of the interviewees. 

We spent a half hour listening to the opinions of Baby 
Boomers in Trottel Country and alternating between gasping 
at their absolute bigotry and asking the monitor why the 
hell the reporter doing the interview didn't fire back with the 
questions we sputtered out in disbelief. 

"Trottel is the best President in history!" exclaimed one 
woman in Mississippi. 



“Based on what? Empty promises, lies, and pissing off 
every country on the globe?" I asked the computer screen. 

“Yup, better than Teddy & Lincoln - I mean, what did 
those guys ever do?" said Jesse, throwing his hands up in 
the air. 

“Now, Husband - Lincoln had the audacity to emancipate 
slaves, Mississippi doesn't even print his name in school 
textbooks, this woman has never heard of Abraham 
Lincoln!" 

“As long as no one touches my Medicare and Social 
Security, I don't really care what happens to those filthy 
Mexicans or all those homeless people on the sidewalk. Get 
a job, I say!" spat a woman in Florida. 

“Okay, you cow, you first," I spat back at the screen. 
“What is it with these Boomers? It's like they don't 
understand that a few years into getting their entitlements 
they've already burned through everything they ever 
contributed and it's up to the next generations to keep 
funding the trusts - which is impossible if we don't have 
jobs, which we can't get because corporations keep laying 
everyone off to protect their share prices! This bitch just 
lives on her pension and benefits with no idea how the world 
works!" 

A woman in Alabama, sporting a t-shirt emblazoned with 
Trottel's face, announced that she didn't care what Carnyx 
said, she'd never believe it and she really didn't care if 
companies had been creating a file on her. She'd didn't care 
if the Russians and Chinese gave Cliquer millions to help get 
Trottel elected. All she knew was no woman could ever be 
President because they were too emotional and only men 
were smart enough to understand how politics worked. She 
hoped that Trottel and his friends in Congress and the 
Supreme Court would take away the vote from women and 
block women from being in Congress. “If Russia could help 
make that happen, I say pay them for helping! Then maybe 
we can get all these illegals out of the country. Women want 



to mother everyone, they don't have the strength to do 
what's right for the country," she said in closing. 

"Trottel and the Republicans made sure women can't 
have no more abortions! That's all I care about!" said a man 
wearing a Trottel baseball cap and sitting in a foldable lawn 
chair outside his home in Ohio. 

The reporter, to her credit, and unlike her counterparts in 
the other interviews, actually kept the conversation going to 
ferret out where the man was coming from. "Do you support 
funding for single mothers to get help with childcare so they 
can work while raising the child they were not allowed to 
abort?" 

"Good heavens, no! If she's stupid enough to get 
pregnant, my tax dollars shouldn't have to help raise her 
brats!" he responded. 

"What about the man who got her pregnant?" asked the 
reporter. 

"Look, if you girls don't want kids, keep your damn knees 
closed, or just dress ugly so no one wants to bed you. I'm 
even fine if you want to use the birth control pills, they 
aren't murder like abortion, they just dry up your eggs or 
something. If you get knocked up, that's on you!" 

"Sir, you do realize that birth control pills aren't 100 
percent effective, right? And I notice you didn't mention the 
man having any responsibility for using a condom. Don't 
you think men should be using those even just as a disease 
prevention method?" 

"Little Lady, no man wants to use one of those things and 
we shouldn't have to. If you girls would just keep yourselves 
clean and pure until marriage, there wouldn't be no need for 
them things! It's a woman's job to stay clean, stay home, 
and have as many babies as her husband can give her." 

"So, you feel that men and women should remain virgins 
until marriage and remain monogamous once married?" 

"No, I never said men have to stay virgins until they get 
married, they're men, you can't ask a man to wait until he 



meets a girl worth marrying.” 

”So, who are these men supposed to have sex with if 
women are supposed to remain virgins?” 

"Well now, there's good girls and bad girls. Good girls are 
worth marrying. Bad girls are the ones who get pregnant 
outside of marriage. There will always be bad girls.” 

"And if they get pregnant, it's their fault.” 

"That's how God wants it. They have to pay for their sins. 
They fool around, they act like bad girls, they have to pay 
the price.” 

"But the men having sex with them, they aren't sinning?” 

"Don't you read your Bible, Girl? Men can't sin, just 
women. Eve was the first sinner and all sin comes from her 
to women. It's up to the women to fight the urge to sin, to 
not eat the apple in the garden. God spoke in code like that, 
he was smart like President Trottel and the Vice President, 
they speak in code too sometimes. People think the 
President isn't smart, but he's just speaking in code to his 
followers - we understand what he means. We know he 
treats women bad only when they deserve it because they're 
sinners.” 

"So, his wives have all been sinners and deserved to be 
cheated on?” 

"Well now, that's just men being men. You can't expect 
us to just be with one woman, that's not natural. If President 
Trottel's wife don't like him having girlfriends, maybe she 
should ask herself how she's not pleasing him. I meant 
when he calls those lady people in Congress nicknames and 
says it's their own fault when some women get killed 
because they never should have been at those rallies 
against him and the Republicans and the whites. White 
people got to stick together, we can't have our own women 
supporting no blacks or Mexicans. If you don't want to be 
raped, or killed, or get pregnant, don't go where you're not 
supposed to be.” 



“OH MY DOG!!" I said, exasperated. “These people get to 
vote!" 

“Worse. They get to procreate!" said Cassie. 

We both turned to look at Jesse who took a step back and 
put up his hands in surrender. “Don't look at me, I don't 
think like that! I don't judge you two by the idiots who think 
women can't be President because emotions and that Trottel 
is the best President everrrrr!" 

“Fair enough," I said, laughing at his Valley Girl 
impersonation of a Mississippi mental midget. 

My phone dinked with a notification, the sound I'd 
assigned to 1001 Nights for Jinn messages. 

I opened the app and found a message from Tara: 

"Miiitary dance-off San Diego" 

Ditto for Bay Area, Seattie, Honoiuiu. 

“Okay, I don't know what this means exactly, but search 
this," I said showing Tara's message to Cassie. 

Seconds later a video of a screaming mob of rabid Trottel 
supporters had us transfixed. They were screaming in the 
calm, focused faces of a line of men and women standing 
shoulder to shoulder wearing a hodge-podge of military 
issue combat uniforms, jeans, cargo pants, and t-shirts 
accessorized with tool belts, stethoscopes, pens and 
notepads, and waist packs stuffed with dog treats, cracker 
packs, and basic first aid supplies. As the camera pulled 
back we could see they were standing as a line of defense 
between the Trottel supporters and the village of tiny homes 
they'd built for homeless persons. I recognized the area as 
being outside Poway heading into Ramona. 

The mob shouted about how they didn't want homeless 
drug addicts and pedophiles living in their community, they 
called them losers and demanded they get out of town and 
come back when they had jobs and had taken a shower. 



The service members stood silently staring into the crowd 
of contorted, fiendish faces of the Trottel supporters while 
the men and women who'd chosen to make the little 
community their home cowered together near the medical 
tent set up in the back of the tiny village. 

Suddenly, out of now where, music started blaring. At 
first, I thought it was being played by the hoard of noxious 
assholes who'd come to evict the homeless, but then I 
realized it was coming from inside the camp, then I 
recognized the song - Saiute by Little Mix. One enterprising 
soldier had driven her car, a little blue Civic built circa 2004, 
up behind the center of the row of military personnel and 
cranked her stereo to feed the music through her trunk full 
of speakers. 

I laughed out loud as the line of defenders shed their tool 
belts and jumbo-sized fanny packs and began a 
choreographed response to the screaming NIMBYs. Boots 
stomped, salutes flew, and bodies moved in synchronized 
perfection, it was like the Rockettes performing at a cheer 
competition planned by Special Forces. 

The rowdy crowd was struck mute and retreated back to 
their cars. Reality hit them that they weren't just bullying 
homeless vets and gorp-eating tree buggers - they'd picked 
a fight with the best trained military in the world who was 
sick of being pushed around by armchair generals and draft 
dodging politicians, but still maintained the discipline and 
pride their oaths demanded. A second song, Gloria Gaynor's 
/ Wiii Survive started and the residents of the tiny home 
community ventured to join their defenders. They began 
singing along, telling the Trottel supporters to go on and go, 
turn around, and that they weren't welcome any more, they 
asked them if they thought they'd crumble or lay down and 
die and sang “We will survive!" shooing away Trottel's 
minions from across the road. The video ended as the 
aiieged patriots drove out of the dirt lot they'd been parked 
in and the reai patriots picked up their supplies and got 
back to work. 



Cassie searched for the other locations Tara mentioned 
and we got a bit more of the back story. The homeless 
communities and the military families that had built them 
had been getting coordinated flak from Republican 
politicians via news and radio shows as well as social media. 
Trottel supporters took the criticism as implicit orders to 
harass, shame, and threaten them. They'd shown up waving 
Confederate flags. Don't Tread on Me flags, and the Betsy 
Ross flag. They wore clothing bearing Trottel slogans, and 
carrying signs demanding the homeless go and the military 
obey Trottel. In each location, and a few more Tara hadn't 
mentioned, the military and civilian volunteers working at 
each site responded with walls of defiance and 
choreography of solidarity. They busted out moves to 
Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy by the Andrews Sisters, Bye, Bye, 
Bye by *NSYNC, Gonna Make You Sweat (Everybody Dance 
Now) by C+C Music Factory, Respectby Aretha Franklin, and 
The Power by Snap. 

We were like three giddy kids. The air was vibrating, or 
maybe it was us. Like animals sensing a storm or an 
earthquake, our cells were responding to a shift in the 
universe. We were witnessing the first evidence of all that 
had been knocked off its axis being set right again. They 
only thing Trottel supporters understood was hate and fear - 
they provoked it in others and fed off of it like retarded 
vampires. But this time, they'd backed down! When faced 
with something they couldn't compute, that didn't give 
them their daily serving of anger, they fled. 

“I just want to know," said Jesse, "don't those people 
have jobsllll" 

"Who? The Trottel horde?" I asked. 

"Yeah. They object to the Strike, which would lead one to 
believe they aren't participating in it, so how do they have 
free time on a Thursday morning to just go around harassing 
people by the car load? The adults were in their forties and 



up - do they not have places to be? Bosses to report to? 
Wages to be earning?” 

"Almost makes you want to tap into the facial recognition 
systems linked to state DMVs and look up their names, 
doesn't it? I mean, Max and Company have access to 
everyone's dossiers - couple clicks of a mouse and we could 
find out what kind of Benefit Queens they are, where they 
work - assuming they have jobs, and where they all live so 
we could stand outside their homes and jobs with nasty 
signs!” I replied, a small part of me itching to do just that to 
show those people what it feels like to be stalked, harassed, 
and intimidated. 

"What's nuts is, they all got their dossiers delivered to 
them last month, and shrugged it off like it was no big deal 
that a private corporation was tracking everything they did 
and selling the info to be used to scam them out of their 
money, their vote, and their liberties. They're so focused on 
hating everyone who isn't white and male they don't even 
realized they're being raped three different ways,” said 
Cassie throwing up her hands. 

"Right? I decided a while back there are two kinds of 
people who support the Trottel regime and the current 
incarnation of the GOP - Group A are the ones who are 
making billions off the new tax law and complete 
deregulation of everything, and Group B - the ones getting 
kicked in the teeth but don't even know it. Group A is 
devoid of ethics, scruples, and conscience - as long as 
they're rich, they give zero rips about anyone else. Group B 
lives in states where they keep reelecting the same old 
governors, senators, mayors, and sheriffs while their schools 
get worse, their jobs disappear, their water turns to poison, 
and their teenage daughters keep coming home pregnant - 
but instead of firing the men and women who keep leading 
them deeper and deeper into a pit, they doubled down and 
hired Trottel because he told them to blame illegal 
immigrants and Democrats! He promised he'd bring back 
coal and steel and these people screamed YES PLEASE! 



Who the hell wants to work in a coal mine??? Why would 
you support politicians who want you to work back-breaking 
jobs in steel mills? Why wouldn't you demand that your 
leaders support industries that don't give people black lung 
by forty, or cripple people by fifty, all while polluting the air, 
water, and soil? These people have had the same 
Republican senators, house reps, and governors for decades, 
their precious Republicans have controlled their states for 
decades and yet nothing has changed. Funny how both 
houses of Congress have been controlled by Republicans 
since January of 2015, but they couldn't manage to raise 
minimum wage or fix education?! Who needs a working 
wage or good schools when you can have women-hating 
racists who owe their votes to corporations and foreign 
governments as your leaders?!" I snapped. 

"Quick, Cass, show her one of those videos again!" 
laughed Jesse. "She's gone 'round the moron bend again!" 

"Eat a bag!" I said and shot him a look. 

"Yes, Dear," he said chuckling. 

There wasn't much else we could do - so we watched the 
videos again to reset the mood, made some tea, dished up 
some ice cream, and sat down to a little friendly Texas Hold 
'em. 


Thursday, August 3 '^^, 2017 
Langley, Virginia 
3 p.m. 

Lincoln stood outside the building and stared at the 
entrance. It had become a routine of late. He had to force 
himself to go in. He knew he was under surveillance 
everywhere he went now because of Welman and Honor. He 
knew he could be taken for questioning at any moment and 
no one would ever know he'd disappeared. Welman was off 
the grid, his co-workers would assume he was on assignment 
and not ask questions - there was no one to miss him. He 



knew that a percentage of his co-workers were Trottel 
supporters and probably feeding information to Duke to help 
nail Carnyx, but he also knew there were a lot of agents, 
analysts, and support staff rooting for Carnyx and the 
Strikers - he stayed for them. Plus, there was work to do. A 
third of the country might be on Strike, with more joining 
them every day, but that didn't mean threats from foreign 
governments and opportunistic criminals receded - in fact, it 
meant they increased. Right now, the best way to stay safe 
was to show up and work hard. The Agency probably 
preferred giving him a long leash hoping he'd let his guard 
down and contact Welman, and they definitely needed all 
hands on deck. It was a tightrope act - one Lincoln hoped 
would end soon. 

He steeled himself, put on his fake face, and entered the 
game. 


Thursday, August 3'^^, 2017 
Northern Minnesota 
2 p.m. 


Welman and Honor watched from Adirondack chairs on 
the porch as the girls hula-hooped in the front yard. 

“Do you ever think about what we gave up to move into 
cities and work for other people, other people who are 
obligated to their investors, foreign and domestic, to wring 
every cent out of us?" asked Honor, staring into the 
distance. 

“What do you mean?" asked her husband trying to pull 
himself out of the bliss he'd sunk into so he could focus on 
her question. 

“The millions of people who came to America and settled 
here over the centuries - be it European immigrants or 
slaves kidnapped and brought here - have one thread in 
common, most of them just wanted independence. They 
wanted a chunk of land, their own business, freedom to run 



their own lives...They were masters of their own domain 
however small it was. They weren't beholden to anyone for 
a wage or health insurance. They could speak their mind, 
vote their conscience, and fight for freedom." 

"People can still do that," said Welman. 

"Can they?" asked his wife, incredulously. "Can a person 
speak out about abuses in other countries if that country is 
an investor in said person's employer? Or is that person 
obliged to bite their tongue for fear of retribution? Can a 
person speak out against a church, a company, or a 
government without fear of reprisals? We've created a 
society of submissives - people just roll over and give up 
their information, money, freedom, and choice to those 
people whom we've been programmed to respect 
unconditionally. It's why women don't report rapes and 
phone and internet scams work - we're told to obey the IRS, 
the Social Security Administration, law enforcement, doctors 
and if we don't we're guilty of something so it's our fault we 
were abused. Con artists and rotten members of these 
organizations use that brainwashing to their advantage. My 
point is, we were stronger when we were independent and 
questioned things. Farmers are now so dependent on other 
countries buying their products, they can't even object to 
being hosed on prices - they have to sell, even if they lose 
money. Corporations are so dependent on cheap labor and 
parts from other countries that they can't afford to object to 
human rights abuses. Employees are so dependent on 
working for other people they have to take any job they can 
find even if it's poverty wages and awful working conditions. 
We've let "them"" she said, throwing her hands up at 
whomever "they" are, "convince us we have to grow the 
economy five percent every year and we give up another 
pound of our freedom each quarter to achieve it." 

"We still have people who work for themselves," argued 
Welman. 

Honor shot him a look that said. Seriously??? and said, 
"Yeah, we've got entrepreneurs,” she said with an eye roll. 



'The jerks who scam old people into buying fake water 
treatment systems and donating their bodies to "help 
others" - and by others, they mean themselves because 
they sell the body parts for millions of dollars." 

"We've always had con men," he began, but sensing a 
kick in the shins was coming, quickly said, "but yeah, I see 
your point. We've sold the independence we fought for and 
got screwed in the deal. At some point, we became slaves to 
oil and a disposable economy. It used to be that we used 
handkerchiefs instead of tissues, bottles of milk were refilled 
every week, cooking ingredients came in paper and 
cardboard and were turned into homemade foods stored in 
tins, jars, and ceramic - but now everything is in plastic 
because it's cheap. We've got a nasty plastic addiction, and 
it's only getting worse with all this online retail requiring 
shipments all the time. If you go to the store and buy a book 
or an ink cartridge, you can carry it home in your reusable 
bag, but now everyone orders online and there are millions 
of plastic shipping pouches pouring out of warehouses every 
day and going straight to American landfills and into the 
water and food supply. We used to be able to survive with 
one car, but now a couple has to live dozens of miles from 
their two jobs in opposite directions, master planned 
communities don't have walkable distance grocery stores, 
and the kids have to get to sports games in two different 
counties every weekend. You're right. Life was a lot simpler, 
and in some ways a lot better, in the '50s. If only we could 
have the '50s back, minus the misogyny and moronic 
paranoia about Communism." 

"That's the thing about being up here. I've realized I 
could easily give up cell phones, streaming television, email, 
e-books, the whole digital enchilada," said Honor wistfully. 
"If we ever go home, if we ever get our lives back, a lot is 
going to change - I'm going to do my banking in person at 
an actual bank, I'm going to find books locally, I'm going to 
cook from scratch and teach the girls how to cook, sew, use 
power tools, play cards, and grow a garden. What's the 



damn point of growing a digital garden or spending the 
money to buy crappy pre-made cookies wrapped in 
plastic??? These kids of ours are going to know how to be 
self-sufficient!” 

"Power tools?” asked Welman. 

"What? Girls can't use drills and belt senders?” 

"Of course they can, but it might be a good idea if you 
learn how before teaching the girls. It's a good thing the 
man of the house knows a circular saw from a chainsaw. I'll 
teach you little ladies how to use tools,” Welman said with a 
smirk, picking up the four-day-old newspaper from the table 
next to him. 

Honor picked up her glass, swirled the melting ice cubes 
and remaining dregs of her lemonade, and tossed them over 
the newspaper at her husband's chest, "YOU are a tool!” 

Welman controlled the urge to jump up, looked over the 
edge of the paper at his wife, picked up an ice cube from the 
waist of his shorts and tossed it onto the grass, "Yes, Dear.” 

Honor closed her eyes and enjoyed the sounds of 
summer, the sounds of freedom and independence. Why did 
people ever give this up to go work in factories? As the 
explanation - an image of the complicated web of large 
families, backbreaking farm life, dwindling need for farm 
tools and local merchants, better access to education and 
transportation, and human penchant for exploration and 
get-rich-quick schemes expanded in her mind she heard her 
husband speak. 

"You've really got to wonder how the administration is 
still clinging on,” said Welman, re-reading the lemonade 
drizzled, four-day-old paper in his hands, trying to read 
between the lines about what might be going on in the 
outside world. 

"Trottel will be the last to go. He won't budge as long as 
his Cabinet, the Congress, and Supremes are still there to 
give him cover; and the Dems in Congress won't budge until 
they are assured the Republicans will too. None of those 



ticks will let go until the fire is right on their asses,” said 
Honor. 

”How much of the country has to go on Strike before they 
start feeling the heat? If port workers and truckers Strike 
nothing enters the country and what's here doesn't move. 
Those two groups hold the US by the balls and they don't 
even seem to know it. I know they wouldn't all Strike, but 
there's no way, even if fifty percent stay on the job, that 
they can keep stores stocked - assuming there's anyone at 
stores to actually stock things.” 

"Until Trottel can't get his fast food hamburgers, this 
won't even register on his radar. If Rudock News isn't 
talking about it, it doesn't exist. I would have thought the 
run on the banks would have moved the needle, but it's like 
they're in complete denial and the media is, as usual, only 
talking to boneheads whose biggest claim to fame is writing 
a book critical of one politician or another - they have no 
idea what's going on in the real world.” 

"I wish we had internet up here, I feel like between video 
sites and Hisser, we'd be getting information in real time - 
newspapers, even their websites, are always a day late and a 
dollar short, and I'm going off a four-day-old paper!” 

"Why don't you head into town when the girls go to bed 
and borrow Sophie's computer?” said Honor. 

"That's not a bad idea,” he said, getting up to go talk the 
girls into letting him hula-hoop. 

Sophie, at ninety-five years old, was the last remaining 
friend of Welman's parents. She lived alone twenty miles 
away from the cabin, in the nearest town. Her husband had 
died a decade earlier and they'd never had kids so there was 
no one to try to convince her she needed to move into a 
home or hire live-in care, and she was just fine with that. 
The day she couldn't care for herself, was her last day! 
When Welman showed up on her doorstep almost two weeks 
earlier and cryptically explained his family could use some 
assistance, she immediately agreed to be their supply hut. 



She surmised he didn't want to have to risk going into stores 
that might have cameras or nosey employees, but she didn't 
ask why, she knew better. Something about his urgency 
sent her reeling back to 1942 when she worked under the 
interminable Agnes Meyer Driscoll learning to decode and 
decipher intercepts for the Navy, and she fell into the 
comfortable habit of asking no questions and telling no 
tales. 

Since she was known around town, she couldn't stock up 
on too many supplies without it standing out, so she bought 
a little bit every day, acting like a forgetful old lady, and 
organized canned foods, rice, peanut butter, bread, toilet 
paper, and other necessities in two boxes in her basement 
for Welman to pick up. He'd come twice since his first visit 
and she expected him again any day. 

Just after 11 p.m. there was a light knock at her kitchen 
door. She hadn't heard a car pull up so guessed he must 
have parked a street away and walked to her house to avoid 
drawing the attention of her neighbors. 

She got up from the sofa without disturbing her quilt 
squares, left the TV playing a DVD of / Was A Male War Bride 
staring Cary Grant and Ann Sheridan and let the poor boy 
in. 

“Sophie, hi, is now an okay time," asked Welman a little 
nervously. 

“Of course. Dear, come in, come in. I've got supplies for 
you in the basement, you know the way," she said walking 
back towards her couch. 

“Um, Soph, you have a computer hooked up to the 
internet, right?" asked Welman timidly. 

“I do," she said eyeing him curiously. 

“Would you mind if I used it to check a few websites? The 
newspaper is old news by the time it hits the stands and 
even older by the time I get it." 

“It's over there on the secretary," she said indicating a 
tall piece of furniture against the kitchen wall opposite the 



door he'd just come through. 

Welman folded down the front panel and rested it on the 
two arms he'd pull from their slots next to the top drawer. 
Inside he found a laptop, opened the lid, and pressed the 
power button. 

Sophie appeared next to him and whispered, “JohnRobie, 
all one word, one “b"." 

He typed it into the password window, pressed enter, and 
the desktop loaded. 

He moved the mouse to open the browser, and she said, 
“No, no. Honey, launch the VPN first!" 

“The VPN? Who are you? NSA?" he asked in disbelief at a 
ninety-five-year-old woman knowing what a VPN was. 

She just winked at him and went back to her quilting 
squares. 

As her hands flew over the pieces of fabric she was pulled 
back to another time when dictators and racists and ego 
maniacs ruled the world, and computers were the size of 
apartments. 

What gives men the right to use citizens as cannon 
fodder for their ego and greed? she recalled herself 
wondering as she'd tried to rest between shifts hunched 
over scraps of paper filled with letters hiding secrets - 
secrets that if known could save lives, but should never had 
been necessary if the world had rejected Hitler and his 
sycophants at their inception. 

And now here we are again. The same hate, the same 
fear, the same biind foiiowing by some whiie those who 
resist or question are kicked in the face and buiiied into 
siience. How did we get here? Was it because I and 
Weiman's parents and the rest of our generation didn't taik 
about war, didn't educate our chiidren and grandchiidren? 
Why did we iock it aii away? Why did we dose out the 
memories of war, death, torture, and murder? We shouid 
have toid our chiidren what we knew instead of drowning 
our nightmares in whisky and wine; just iike our ancestors 



should have told us the horrors of famine, child labor, coal 
mines, slums, war, and bigotry. Secrets beget ignorance 
which weakens us and expose us to infection by diseased 
humans who we should be able to recognize and reject, but 
can't because no one wanted to talk about the past - they 
Just wanted to look to a future of the same mistakes. 

Sophie was drawn out of her thoughts by Welman's 
chuckles. 

“What's so interesting, Dear?" she asked from the sofa. 

“Oh Soph, you should see this! The Strikers and their 
vandalism, the military going old school against Trottel 
bullies, banks running out of money as angry customers 
close accounts...It's beautiful in a very broken kind of way." 

“You don't say," she said standing next to him. “I've been 
AFK for a long time, I got so angry I quit going online after I 
saw my dossier show up in my email." 

“AFK? Okay, seriously, are you a secret ninja hacker?" he 
asked only half joking. 

“Not anymore, but doesn't mean I don't keep up on the 
newest technology and lingo," she said challenging him with 
her eyes to ask more. 

“Not anymore?" he said taking the bait. 

“What do you know about code breakers in the '40s?" she 
said shoving the niggling fear that had kept her silent on the 
topic for decades on its ass. 

“I know that without them we'd have lost the war," he 
replied getting up from the chair in front of the secretary so 
she could sit and look at the windows he'd left open in her 
browser. 

“Yes, without them, without us, the war would have been 
lost. But it was more than that. It was every day; ten, 
twelve hours a day; battling to decrypt, translate, and share 
information that would save lives, but also reading about 
thousands of lives lost and listening as superiors decided to 
let convoys get attacked rather than risk the enemy finding 
out we'd cracked their codes. It was a form of torture, but 



one we endured to try to help our brothers, lovers, and 
fathers survive.” 

"Did Mom and Dad know what you did?” he asked, 
curious and also wondering if she knew their story. 

"No. I never talked about it. My husband knew I worked 
for the Navy during the war, but I'm certain he thought I was 
a secretary. We were told not to talk about it. Ever! Loose 
lips sink ships! And they do, but I'm telling you now 
because there's no harm in it. Plus, I'm too old to care about 
threats from the NSA and CIA - they want to try me for 
national security crimes at my age, for secrets relating to a 
war we won over sixty years ago using technology that's so 
obsolete it's depressing...fine! But I want to tell you 
because secrets are what get us in trouble. Don't keep 
secrets from your girls. When they're old enough, tell them 
why Trottel is such a despicable man, tell them why war is 
evil and nothing but the playground of selfish, little men. 
We're in this mess because everyone keeps secrets and tries 
to cover up mistakes and atrocities, creating more mistakes 
and atrocities. The pattern needs to end!” she said as she 
clicked play on one of the posted videos showing soldiers 
facing off against monstrous Trottel supporters. 

"I like that song,” was all she said as she got up to go 
back to her quilting. 

"Shall I shut this down?” asked Welman a little confused. 

"Yes. Until Trottel and Congress and the Supreme Court 
have resigned, I have no need of the internet,” she said 
picking up a square and pulling her needle from it. 

Welman wasn't sure if he should gather his boxes from 
the basement and leave or stay. He gambled and sat down 
in a chair next to the sofa. 

"You like Cary Grant?” Sophie asked. 

"Don't know many of his films, but I'm willing to try 
anything.” 

"I'll give you some DVDs to take with you, you and your 
wife and the girls can watch them together. It's important to 



do things with your family. Too many people give their kids 
devices as babysitters and raise nincompoops.” 

"I'd like that. Sophie, can I ask, what system did you 
work on breaking in the Navy?” 

She set down her square and her eyes lit up. She talked 
non-stop for two hours, spilling the beans on all the things 
she'd sworn never to discuss that had gnarled up her insides 
for too long. She talked about the women she worked with, 
the women she roomed with, the sheer forces of will it took 
to break codes, the elation at success, the despair at 
failures, the countless lives lost because madmen in 
Germany, Japan, and Italy had decided they were superior 
and didn't care how many of their own countrymen and 
women they had to kill to prove it - not to mention the men 
and women they murdered in battle and in the name of 
racial purity. She pondered the notion of racial purity and 
asked what idiot came up with that idea and why it kept 
rearing its ugly head. 

Welman sat and listened. He asked questions here and 
there, but just let her talk. Her story was incredible, but 
more than that he sensed she needed to purge her soul of all 
the things it had been trying to digest for sixty years. 

It was nearly 2 a.m. when Welman covered Sophie with a 
blanket and set her quilting squares and needle on the 
coffee table. She'd fallen asleep mid-sentence and he didn't 
have the heart to wake her, she looked so peaceful. He 
turned off the TV, gathered his two boxes from the 
basement, and leaving just the light above the stove on, 
turned the lock tab in the door handle and closed the 
kitchen door behind him. 

He had so much to tell Honor - about the news he'd seen 
online and the conversation with Sophie...they were going 
to be up all night! 



Chapter XLVIll 


Friday, August 4^^, 2017 
Strasbourg, France 
6 a.m. 

I was itching to get on Hisser and post videos of the 
service member response to people objecting to homeless 
people having a clean, safe home. 

I was just desperate to ask the internet to stop feeding 
and watering the Gremlins, as I knew they would be, and 
focus on supporting the people who get it. 

“What is it about human nature that compels us to get 
into shouting matches with mental midgets who just live for 
the kicks they get being dicks? Why don't we ignore them? 
Why don't we lift up the people who are fighting for the 
same thing we are and amplify f/7e/r voices?'' I asked Jesse 
as we got dressed in the guest bedroom. 

“I have no fucking idea,'' he replied. “I really don't.'' 

“I don't remember it being like this when we were 
growing up. When I was a kid, if someone was being a shit, 
we called them out to protect someone, but for the most part 
we ignored them. Now we give all our attention to spoiled 
little pussies who dish it out but can't take it. We discuss, ad 
nauseam, jerks who deny the Holocaust, call school 
shootings fake news, publish bad science, and smear good 
people. We give them power they shouldn't have. It's 
crazy!'' I said zipping up my jeans. 

“It wasn't like this when we were kids. Back then if you 
made it on the news for being a liar, cheater, or con man, 
you had the good sense to disappear. Now? Shame doesn't 
exist. Assholes are rewarded with money, fame, and power. 
The media props them up and celebrities polish their 
knobs." 

“So, what do you want to do today?" I asked changing the 
subject, knowing it wasn't going anywhere. 



“Well, I imagine you're going to be wanting some internet 
time," he said with a smirk. 

“Oh? You think you know me so well?" I asked, throwing 
a sock ball at him. 

He stepped out of the way of my missile and kicked it 
towards Pixie who pounced on it like it was prey. She 
grabbed it in her jaws and flung her head from side to side, 
killing and disemboweling it. 

“Oh lovely, by the time she surrenders those they'll be 
good and moist," I said pulling a second pair from my 
suitcase. 

“We should probably leave and head into Germany, put 
some distance and a border between us, Cassie, and your 
activity in Hisser," he said smugly pulling on his socks. 

“How long do you think this can drag on," I asked 
exasperatedly plopping down, suddenly tired, in the 
armchair in the corner of the room. 

“I don't know! It's ridiculous, isn't it? It's been, what, a 
month since you started releasing information provided by 
Max and the others? A month to digest and absorb all the 
betrayal, the corruption, the hypocrisy, the enslavement of 
the ninety-nine percent by the one percent? I can't wrap my 
head around why more people haven't gone on Strike. I 
guess it's like leaving a cult, it takes a while to process what 
it means to be free and unravel the lies." 

“I get so frustrated sometimes and I guess I shouldn't. 
It's not that we're any smarter than others - we've just had 
our eyes open longer. I want to scream at people CAN'T YOU 
SEE HOW YOU'RE BEING MANIPULATED? But they're not 
ready to face it yet. It's like religion - if it's working for you 
and giving you comfort and community, then I get it, but 
when it's bankrupting you and raping your children and 
forcing you to have children you can't afford or stay in an 
abusive marriage or fill you with hate towards people 
different from you, I've just got to ask WHAT IS YOUR LIFE??? 

I mean, do you think enough people have woken up yet? Do 
you think we can reclaim our lives and our countries?" 



“I sure as hell hope so. I really hate to think of the world 
that the next generation is going to have to grow up in - 
pollution, debt, poverty, poor health, regressive education, 
constant stress...and they won't have any idea that they are 
living a kind of hell, because they didn't get to experience 
the world we knew in the second half of the 20 *^ Century. I 
really feel bad for kids born after us, they didn't know the 
carefree, figure-stuff-out freedom we did. All they know is 
school, homework, tests, sports, traffic, and work." 

"Well, then I guess we better get off our butts and go stir 
up some more trouble," I said, suddenly inspired by the idea 
that kids of the future could know a world different from the 
homogenized conveyor belt it had become, if only we could 
keep the heat on and boil off corruption. 

"Any idea where we're heading?" asked Jesse. 

"Let me check with my travel agent and see if she's got 
any ideas and anything she needs me to do," I said pulling 
my Carnyx phone out from under the mattress and 
unlocking it. 

A few minutes later I had a destination and a request. 

"Max has sent the address of a house in Frankfurt, she 
says we're good to stay there for up to a week. The owners 
are out of town and made it available to her," I told Jesse as 
we stood in the kitchen making hot water for tea and cutting 
up bananas for breakfast. 

Leery of using the term Wick Burners in front of electronic 
devices, Jesse just played along knowing I'd fill him in on 
other details once we were in the car with devices out of 
earshot. 

"You guys are up early," said Cassie, padding in in PJs and 
a pair of Pinky and the Brain slippers we'd given her two 
Christmases before. 

I smiled at the slippers and replied, "Yeah, having kids 
does that," I said looking at the dogs doing their morning 
business in the backyard. 



“You're dressed too," she yawned. “Does that mean you 
have plans?" 

“We going to bugger off and let you have your house 
back to yourself," I said pouring the hot water over my tea 
bag. “So much to see, so little time. Gotta squeeze in as 
much as we can in under two weeks or Lexie will quit on us," 
I said following Jesse to the breakfast table. 

Cassie saw my cell phone on the table, winked and said, 
“Well, I'll miss you guys, but I get it." 


We rolled our suitcases out to Luka to start loading her up 
and spied a small black envelope under her driver's side 
windshield wiper. I cocked an eyebrow at Jesse and went to 
retrieve it. I cracked the cream-colored wax seal - embossed 
with the three-tined symbol of the Maquis from Star Trek, 
peeled open the flap, and slid a silver-toned key into my 
hand. 

I showed it to Jesse across the hood of the car. “I'm going 
with house key." 

“Makes sense to me," said Jesse, shrugging. “Lately, I've 
just learned to roll with things and not ask too many 
questions," he said opening Luka's boot. 

“Yeah, every time I ask questions I learn stuff I really don't 
want to know," I said recalling my days at Max's learning 
about Augustine Survey and how low our politicians had 
sunk. 

We loaded the dogs in their cushy travel hammock, then 
went through our preflight checklist. We turned off Wi-Fi on 
our phones thereby disconnecting from Cassie's internet and 
making sure that the phones wouldn't be casting about for 
connections the minute we turned them on later, then 
powered them down, and secured them in their cones of 
silence. We verified we had our maps, water, snacks and my 
sippy cup of tea, and I plugged in my trusty purple iPod for a 
sound check. 



We waved goodbye to Cassie and rolled out about 10 a.m. 
for a lazy drive to Frankfurt - by way of Switzerland. Well, 
not exactly Switzerland, we weren't going to cross the 
border, but we were going to get really close to it. My 
cockamamie theory went something like this - get as close 
to the tri-border area of France, Switzerland, and Germany 
without crossing, turn on one of my disposable phones and 
get down to business. Depending on which towers the 
phone connected to as we drove south towards Basel in 
Switzerland, anyone trying to pinpoint the origin of the 
Hisser posts wouldn't know precisely which country they'd 
come from or which country the offending poster had 
escaped to. Meanwhile, we'd have destroyed the phone and 
innocently begun heading north with nary a device on to 
betray our existence in the area. The only caveat of course 
was surveillance cameras and license plate readers, but 
we'd mapped out a route well off the main path we felt fairly 
certain was technology free, and a second route back north 
equally obscure. 

“So, what did Max ask you to do, because I'm guessing 
she doesn't want you to upload the list of interim leaders 
yet?" said Jesse once we got going. 

“She wants me to support the troops - literally the 
military, but also the civilians who've gone on Strike, and 
she wants me to give some supportive shout outs to law 
enforcement and the intelligence community. Seems that 
they've been busting their butts dealing with people trying 
to exploit our current environment, like actual people, 
foreigners and citizens physically trying to stir up shit. The 
Burners are handling the internet side of things - blocking 
attempts to cripple our power grid, our water supply, and 
our communications; but apparently our law enforcement 
and the spooks are having to deal with assholes attempting 
incursions in person. Max said the kind-of good news is that 
with so many patriots on Strike from just about everything. 



the terrorists stick out like sore thumbs once they try to 
initiate an attack.” 

"Are we talking sleeper cells of foreigners? How many of 
those do we have here still?” 

"She didn't really say, but my guess is she's using the 
term "terrorist” in its literal form - one who causes terror. 
Max doesn't go in for all that political word appropriation 
crap. My guess is the Burners are seeing the FBI, sheriffs, 
police, spies, and analysts going after foreigners and good 
old white bread Americans who think as long as they wave 
the flag they get a free pass to rape, pillage, shoot up public 
spaces, and generally act like dicks. Politicians and the 
media want us to think Muslims equal terrorists and illegals 
equal Mexicans and South Americans - but the truth is, 
we've got white terrorists who blow up buildings and shoot 
up schools, illegal immigrants from Asia and Africa, Muslim 
and Jewish neighbors who live in peace next to each other, 
and Mexican patriots who fight for and build this country. I 
think of it as America having just two groups - Assholes and 
Decent People. The former are probably giving those sworn 
to protect America a lot to deal with. I wouldn't be surprised 
to someday learn that our own politicians have been trying 
to score points by using their supporters to create fear.” 

"Meaning what?” asked Jesse. 

"Meaning, all it takes is one anonymous attack on a mall 
or school or church or nuclear plant or water treatment 
facility by a white dude planting evidence framing a black 
person, Jew, or Muslim and we're off to the races. Trottel and 
his Congressional circle jerkers will scream from their 
perches about "bad guys” who in reality are just their own 
followers they paid or encouraged to commit crimes. By the 
time investigators discover the truth, the media has already 
run with the lie.” 

"Ugh, it's so wrong that you're probably right!” 

We drove on, lost in our own thoughts, listening to the 
sounds of the road accompanied by my carefully curated 



playlist. 


Jesse broke the spell about an hour later as we got closer 
to Basel, Switzerland. 

“We're not too far out now...why don't you pull over, we'll 
walk the dogs, you can get set up, and I'll take the wheel for 
the next leg?'' he asked. 

“Sounds good to me," I said, stretching in my seat. I 
glanced over my shoulder at the dogs blissed out in their 
fleece covered nest. “You wanna break it to them?" I asked 
with a chuckle. 

“Are you kidding, the minute you come to a stop and shut 
off the car they'll be bouncing off the ceiling to get out of 
the car!" 

“So true, so very true," I said pulling onto a dirt side road 
under a canopy of trees next to a field. 

True to form, as soon as I shut off Luka's engine, the dogs 
popped up like sock puppets on a stage. 

“Who wants walkies?” I asked in a shrill, excited voice. 

Cowboy barked his RSVP and Pixie just wagged her tail 
until her whole body vibrated. 

While I gathered up the iPod and stowed it in my 
messenger bag, Jesse tacked up the dogs by reaching 
between the two front seats then got out, flipped forward 
the passenger seat and extricated them. 

“I love this car, but having these guys with us makes me 
wish we had four doors," I said coming around the car to 
take a leash from him. 

“I don't miss living in an apartment and having to always 
go someplace in the car just to walk them on grass. I got 
spoiled at the pub being able to just let them out into the 
back yard for hours on end. If we had to do two doors every 
day it'd be a pain, but they sure seem to enjoy the 
occasional adventure," he said chuckling at their frenetic 
sniffing of all things new. 

We walked the dogs and stretched our legs after the two 
hours we'd spent in the car. 



“Do you realize that you're completely invisible right 
now?" I asked. 

“Meaning?" he said looking at his arms and legs to verify 
he hadn't disappeared. 

“Meaning, smart ass, that no one but I know where you 
are right now. No cell phone company can sell your location 
to any jerk with a credit card number, no surveillance 
system has tracked your face and Luka from point to point, 
no satellite has relayed our car's latitude and longitude to 
an insurance company, car manufacturer, or software 
company...totally invisible." 

“Soooo, what you're saying is that you could murder me, 
bury my body, and no one would ever know?" 

“Yes, that's exactly what I'm saying," I said laughing. 

“Good to know," he said with faux fear in his eyes. 

“But seriously. Isn't it a strange feeling? Or do you just 
not think about it daily like I do?" I asked as I appreciated 
the trees we were walking beneath for their shade and 
protection from eyes in the sky. 

“Yeah, I don't think about it, but now that you point it out, 
it does make me breathe a bit easier. Can't decide if I just 
got used to the notion I was tracked everywhere, or if it 
never really registered in my consciousness because until 
November I didn't even know how bad it was because 
politicians, intelligence organizations, and corporations had 
intentionally kept it secret." 

“Makes you appreciate the '80s even more. No devices to 
turn your brain to mush - I mean more people actually paid 
attention while driving simply for the fact they had to or 
crash, now we've got people totally dependent on computer 
assistants to help them change lanes, park, reverse, and 
stop for fuck's sake! And don't get me started on the clowns 
who always miss the light going green because they're 
diddling themselves with their phones!" I exclaimed as we 
as we walked down the side of the road. 

“Yeah, those people need to be publically humiliated for 
being idiots, but I will say, when we had a car with a backup 



camera, I kind of liked it.” 

"Sure, but you didn't depend on it! You still kept your 
head on swivel and just used it as a second pair of eyes. If 
you ever got in a car with no camera or the camera in your 
car shit the bed, you'd still be able to DRIVE! So many of 
the kids born after 1995 are going to get brain atrophy. 
They don't understand problem solving. If it's not a digital 
experience or an app, they can't how. I doubt most of them 
can read a clock with hands, much less change a tire, bake 
cookies from scratch, grow a head of lettuce, or use a drill. 
And the sad bit is the people with common sense and life 
skills outside of opening apps are so underappreciated and 
underpaid. I hope they just stop showing up to bail out the 
porridge-brained. I hope the plumbers, tow truck drivers, 
carpenters, auto mechanics, and agricultural workers are on 
Strike! Used to be people were well rounded - they had a 
business, a garden, a workshop, a bike, a box of recipes, 
sewing machines, and elbow grease in each family. People 
could fix things, make things, grow things - they were way 
the hell more self-sufficient, kind of like these folks,” I said 
waving my arm across the vast fields dotted with farm 
houses. 

"It's true. Very few people know how to do anything 
anymore. Too many are dependent on grocery stores, big 
box stores, cars to commute between the homes they can't 
afford and the jobs they were able to get...and the jobs, 
jeeezus, the jobs! People are either drones working for 
health insurance and money to pay student debt, over¬ 
priced rent, and credit card bills because they just have to 
have a new cell phone every two years and a stupidly priced 
purse some influencer to\6 them would make them cool; or 
they're entrepreneurs who scam people into investing in 
their latest gig economy service/data mining software/music 
festival and laugh all the way to the bank.” 

"Someday, someone will write a book on the decline of 
America and the UK. Besides chapters on the demise of 
education, incessant government corruption, and 



unmitigated corporate malfeasance there's got to be a 
section on why people are so damn gullible. I mean take 
computers - all of them, desktops, laptops, tablets, and 
smart phones; then toss in cars full of geriatric devices and 
GPS tracking and in need of software updates to function 
properly; and sprinkle over the top, doodads like internet 
connected TVs, speakers, refrigerators, and dildos...Only like 
five people in the whole world know how these things really 
work and yet billions of people own and use them, trusting 
them with private information, the safety of their kids, and 
access to their homes and vaginas! These are powerful tools 
in the hands of ignorant masses who just blindly trust them. 
Companies print directions on shampoo bottles fer fuck's 
sake! People spend tens of thousands of dollars on devices 
they know jack about and then on top of it, download 
applications they know nothing about and provide their 
personal information and access to the other apps on their 
phones. Who does that? Who says, here's a car - just go 
drive it, no need to learn how? Or, hey, you want a to be a 
cop? Sure, here, have a gun and a book of blank tickets, 
have at it and don't come back until you're out of ammo and 
tickets. We make people train before giving them dangerous 
tools, but instructions for your internet connected devices? 
Who needs that? It's just plug and play. Like a chainsaw! 
You don't need to know how it works or how to protect 
yourself, just trust us - but oh wait, it's not our fault if you 
chop off your own head or get financially wiped out because 
you didn't know how this all works, because Terms of Service 
and Disclaimers, Bitches!!" I spat. 

"I'm sure that's exactly what their lawyers scrawl across 
complaint letters," said Jesse, trying not to laugh. "T O S, 
Bitches!" he said, the laughter getting the better of him. 

"They've got boxes of fat felt-tip red pens just for writing, 
"T O S, Bitches!" I said, picking up Pixie's poo. 

"There's a special class in law school where they teach 
writing that in calligraphy - that's all the class is, writing 
that over and over and over." 



“Do you ever just want to bang your head into a wall?" 

“Just every time I look at a news site," said Jesse, bending 
over with a bag over his hand like a glove to pick up 
Cowboy's poo. 

“Okay, well that's the kids sorted. Back to the car for 
dastardly deeds?" I asked. 

“And a trash can!" he said holding the squishy grenades 
in his hand. 

“Yeah, maybe trash first, then dastardly deeds," I said 
with a laugh. 

Back at the car we cleaned up the dogs with baby wipes, 
gave them some water, and dug out one of the disposable 
phones. 

Jesse drove into the next small town where we found a 
trash can. Once clear of the town, I turned on the one-use 
phone and thought. These things are like the century 
equivalent of one-time pads. I was glad I didn't' have to 
learn Morse Code to send my messages. 

“Alrighty, I've got signal. Let's do this," I said typing in 
my user name and most recent password courtesy of Donald 
and the mystery Burner whom I'd taken to calling Torix in my 
own head because I have a compulsion to name everything. 

I posted recaps to Hisser of Carnyx's activities over the 
last month - exposing the existence of files on private 
citizens, providing files on the citizens who'd kept their lives 
private while they'd stalked everyone else, diagrams of the 
insidious nature of the software that powers and connects 
our devices, and processes our data; exposed Trottel's 
involvement in Merchant's Augustine Survey; shut down 
credit bureaus, stock exchanges, and government agencies; 
shared videos of Trottel plotting and conspiring to stay in 
power by lying and ordering the death of Carnyx at the 
hands of a mercenary he knows breaks the laws; and most 
recently the deletion of student debt, and voting and credit 
bureau files. I inquired as to how it felt for the wealthy to 



not be able to hide their lives while exploiting their access to 
ours for profit. I called out the cabal of politicians and 
bankers who lied about banks being too big to fail to protect 
their own stock portfolios. I asked why those who gamble in 
Vegas and lose are expected to take their lumps while 
investors who gamble on corporations run by liars and 
cheats playing shell games expect to be made whole by tax 
payers. I wondered why employees in the US, Europe, 
Canada, Mexico, etc. never question the system that turns 
them into indentured slaves shackled to their abusive, low 
paying jobs for fear of not being able to afford health 
insurance or pay their debts on their homes, cars, credit 
cards, and student loans lest they have a bad credit score 
assigned by some executive who makes billions collecting, 
hoarding, and selling your private information while 
protecting his own privacy. I gave a shout-out to the Strikers 
who continued their non-violent and non-toxic vandalism to 
let the government and corporations know they weren't 
backing down. I reposted images of citizens in masks, of 
cars sans license plates, and of chalk drawings demanding 
living wages, affordable healthcare, observance of the equal 
rights we're entitled to, and one demanding no more animal 
testing. I reposted Strikers who staked out Foreign Trade 
Zones where the wealthy hid their assets and traded 
amongst themselves in yet another way to avoid taxes, and 
those who continued to camp outside the homes of wealthy 
citizens who had previously enjoyed privacy and a different 
legal system not afforded to those with less money and 
access to newspaper editors. I reminded people that Carnyx 
had supplied detailed reports on the employees and 
politicians who had violated our privacy to stalk us and 
make profit off our personal data for decades - and to feel 
free to return the favor. I applauded the military and civilian 
Strikers who'd built villages for the homeless. I thanked the 
law enforcement and intelligence communities for their 
dedication and tenacity fending off Americans and 
foreigners trying to take advantage of uneasy times in US 



and UK. I thanked emergency responders and medical 
personnel for staying on the job. I asked everyone to be 
grateful for the men and women continuing to work at water 
treatment facilities, power generators, and waste 
management. I sent a message to the truck drivers who had 
so far stayed on the job delivering food, medications, and 
household goods being produced domestically, supplied 
from Mexico & Canada, and trickling in through the ports. 
And I asked people to stand strong. I suggested that the 
only way to win was to not play the game by the rules that 
had been strangling us for decades. I begged them to be 
classier than the monsters whose fuel is hate and “ratings”, 
but to remember that we all have rights and we shouldn't let 
fear cripple us any longer. I asked them to continue to find 
common ground and fight for things like education, health 
care, peace, liberty, equality, happiness, and a future free of 
forced labor and oppression. My final post was a quote - "By 
uniting we stand, by dividing we fall!” -John Dickinson. 

My notifications exploded. I spent a few minutes 
reposting and commenting to let people know they were 
being heard and welcoming them to the conversation. It's 
amazing how many people you can respond to per minute 
with just a short reply or even just a repost. I would have 
preferred to respond to all of them, but I was sure my 
activity was being flagged and traced so I needed to get off 
line and out of the area quickly. 

I powered down the phone, pulled the battery, and 
followed the steps I'd used days earlier to destroy the phone 
as Jesse drove the route we'd mapped out to get us back 
north. 

We drove in silence for what seemed like hours but was 
probably only twenty minutes. Cars passed us going the 
other way paying no attention to us. No one turned around 
to chase us, no one followed or passed us. Without planning 
it, we both took deep breaths, let them out, and relaxed. 

"I hate that part!” I said. 



“I don't know how you made all those stops at server 
farms!" blurted Jesse. "It must have been a million times 
worse!" 

"Honestly, after the first one, it wasn't that bad. I knew I 
had The Orb pieces to help me, and back then, no one was 
looking for me, plus I wasn't using stupid Hisser to 
communicate. This is way more stressful. I honestly don't 
know how intelligence agents do this crap working with 
other people. Can you imagine if we were depending on 
strangers or double agents to get our work done? Nope. I 
couldn't do it!" I said settling back in my chair with my arms 
crossed. 

"Yeah, it takes a special kind of person to work in the field 
- not only do you have to be smart, you've got to depend on 
people who you're never one hundred percent sure you can 
trust. That's gotta be some kind of mind-fuck." 

"But, / got you, Babel" I sang in my best Cher. 

"/got you, to wear my ring..." he sang in his best Sonny. 

We drove on giggling, trying to remember more lyrics 
from the song and chatting about other memories from our 
childhood until we arrived back in Strasbourg. 

We pulled into a petrol station to fill up and use the 
restroom. To anyone paying attention we were just two 
Yanks on holiday, leaving a friend's house and carrying on 
with our trip. I never let my guard down completely, but I 
felt better being back in Strasbourg and on our way north. 

While the dogs supervised Jesse pumping gas, I used the 
restroom. I took the opportunity to further destroy the 
disposable phone. I poured the water out of the bag I'd 
drowned the phone in, then retied the bag and using a 
crescent wrench fished from the bottom of my messenger 
bag, I smashed it. Then standing on one half of it and using 
the wrench for leverage, I broke it in half, then fourths. I 
scooped up the mangled phone and the nearly shredded 
bag it had been in with another dog poo bag, tied it off, and 



shoved it and the wrench back in my bag before washing my 
hands and switching off at the car with Jesse. 

While Jesse used the restroom and shopped for snacks, I 
dug out our phones from their hidey-holes, turned them on, 
and stowed them in the glove box since Luka didn't exactly 
have cup holders and hollowed-out arm rests like 21^* 
century autos. 

The dogs, realizing they weren't getting out at this stop, 
had gone back to a resigned pile in the center of their bed. I 
gave them each a rub on the nape of their necks and using 
the Animal Stone told them we'd be stopping soon for them 
to take a nice walk. They both perked up their ears and I 
swear, smiled. 

Fifteen minutes later, we crossed the Rhine into Germany. 
Fifteen minutes after that, we parked along the long 
waterfront park across the Rhine from Jardin des Deux-Rives, 
near the footbridge that connects the two banks of the river. 

It was a beautiful day. Sunny, clear, and warm. It was so 
easy to forget the years of drudgery in America and just 
enjoy the moment. The dogs explored, we strolled, the 
Germans smiled warmly as people who have lived through 
despicable times and rebuilt themselves out of ashes. No 
country, no person, is perfect, I thought to myself as I smiled 
at a passerby. But damn if most Germans didn't strive to be 
the best they couid be after owning and iearning from their 
mistakes. Why can't America do that? Why can't the British 
Isies? The Dutch and the French and the Beigians couid 
reaiiy stand to cough up a few apoiogies, but America and 
the Brits were by far the iargest investors in white wash. 
Wouid it kiii us to apoiogize for siavery and our part in the 
probiems in Korea, Vietnam, Iran - heii, the whole middle- 
east? The Brits supposedly abolished the feudal system - 
but ail evidence to the contrary when you took a good look 
at the population. 

“You got an extra plastic bag for me?" asked Jesse 
interrupting my thoughts. “This one seems to have a hole in 



it,” he lied, cupping a warm turd in his plastic-bag gloved 
hand. 

"But of course,” I said reaching in my messenger bag for 
the plastic sack of phone parts. 

Jesse dumped the smelly mess over the bits of phone and 
tossed in the bag he'd been holding. 

I twisted the bag closed, but didn't tie it off, expecting 
Pixie to make a contribution too. 

Not one to disappoint, we added hers moments later, tied 
off the bag, and deposited the whole thing in a trash can like 
any good pet owner. 

All that was left was a leisurely, two-and-a-half-hour drive 
to Frankfurt to find our mystery house. 

Dogs snuggled contentedly in the back, Jesse holding his 
book in his lap, I turned over Luka's engine and we set off - 
just two old white Americans, their little black dogs, and a 
Scottish plated, thirty-year-old car even the Germans who 
had built her had forgotten about. I turned up the Geto 
Boys' Damn It Feels Good To Be A Gangsta as it 
serendipitously played through my speakers, and smiled. 

The house was sweet and cozy. Nothing like the cookie- 
cutter kindling that litters California. A black note card 
bearing my name inscribed in silver marker, matching the 
black envelope we'd found on Luka earlier, sat next to a 
garage door clicker on the kitchen island. 


you need, 
on the fridge. 


Enjoy our home. Help yourself to anything 
There's a list of shops you may find useful 

~/C 


"Who's "K”,” asked Jesse reading over my shoulder. 

"If I had to guess, I think this is Kurt's place,” I said 
looking around for confirmation and walking towards a room 



off the kitchen. 

It was a den/library/office. The walls were lined with 
books and binders, an overstuffed sofa sat under a window 
which overlooked the long, narrow backyard, and two desks 
forming an L-shape held three monitors, two keyboards 
attached to mice, and a handful of framed photos. 

“Yup, Kurt's place," I said pointing to one of the photos. 
"That's him, and that must be his wife and daughter." 

"Where do you suppose he is?" asked Jesse reading the 
titles of the books nearest him and holding the dogs by their 
leashes. 

"Don't Ask, Don't Tell," I said raising my hands above my 
shoulders and walking out of the room. 

We parked Luka in the pristine garage next to a black 
Mercedes station wagon. Luka looked right at home with her 
new friend as they sat surrounded by three bikes neatly 
hung from the rafters, a workbench above which sat a 
pegboard filled with tools, and shelving stocked with 
perfectly organized camping equipment, storage boxes, and 
cleaning supplies. I closed the garage door and we wheeled 
our suitcases into the house. 

I let both Max and Kurt know we'd arrived at his home. I 
had no idea if he had access to Jinn wherever he was, but 
figured Max would be able to communicate with him at some 
point. She responded that his wife and daughter were with 
her while he was working in the states taking care of some 
cords that needed servicing. They said to enjoy the house 
and let them know if I had any questions. 

As I removed our bag of dirty laundry from my suitcase 
and set it on the floor I recalled a conversation I'd heard 
around the table in Max's Burrow - one in which Kurt, Oliver, 
Lucille, Max, and Friedman had discovered Hummingbird 
had supplied a map of all major internet cables...something 
about Max's message made me wonder if Kurt was out 
"servicing" some of them, what better way to slow down 



attacks than to reduce the number of roads people could 
take? 


With plenty of food in the house, we opted to take a walk 
around the neighborhood with the dogs, enjoy a simple 
dinner of roast veg and rice, shower, and peruse Kurt's 
library while availing ourselves of his family's washing 
machine. 

Before bed, we planned our trip for the next day and 
repacked our newly clean clothes. 


August 2017 
Germany 

I'd probably said “I'm going home" thousands of times in 
my life, but as we drove towards Laubenheim I chewed on 
the true meaning of the words. In all reality, THIS was as 
close as I'd ever get to really being home. This little village 
was where my roots ran the deepest. Sure, my ancestors 
had lived in North America since at least 1660, sure I had 
Scottish blood that probably ran deeper than Loch Ness, but 
Laubenheim was the only place where I knew for sure my 
ancestors had once walked long before 1660. I'd never 
know where in Scotland my ancestors had farmed in the 18 *^ 
Century or even where they'd sold their spirits as recently as 
1859, but I knew Valentin Bender had lived here in 1709 
before leaving for New York, and it wasn't much of a leap to 
imagine his ancestors had been here for millennia. People 
didn't exactly move around as much then as they do now - it 
wasn't farfetched to assume the Gauls who'd farmed this 
land and battled the Romans were mine and Valentin's 
ancestors. 

As I stepped out of the car, a breeze carrying the scent of 
grass and sun tossed my hair in my face and whispered. 
Welcome home. Whether I could ever prove how deep my 
roots ran in this place or didn't, I felt like by just being here 



I'd come full circle. Iron Age to Digital Age - a part of my 
DNA spanned that whole timeline and reached back even 
further, that was just fact...there was little doubt in my mind 
that a section of it originated in this village even before 
Roman conquests. I had to fight the urge to walk up to 
people and ask their lineage just to see if we could be 
distant cousins. 

We spent the day in a bubble - or at least I did, Jesse was 
just along for the adventure. I kept going back to the notion 
that over two thousand years earlier, my too-many-to-count- 
times great grandparents had stood in this very area, on soil 
and rocks probably a meter beneath my feet. Their 
descendants had fled the area looking for opportunity and 
peace which over three hundred years later, we still hadn't 
figured out how to achieve. What is it about humans? Why 
do some of us feel driven to conquer others? Why do many 
of us hide from history and refuse to learn from it to protect 
ourselves, while others learn all too well from its teachings 
on war, oppression, conceit, and empire building? 

We wandered the streets, visited the church, tried to 
imagine what it would have looked like in the early 
Century and what that last winter before Valentin left must 
have been like. We visited shops, found tasty treats, and 
completely forgot there was a world outside of Laubenheim. 

It was like a dream - one you don't want to end. We 
decided not to turn on our cell phones or listen to anything 
resembling news just to keep the illusion alive as long as we 
could. 

We drove back to Kurt's in a blissful daze of warm sun 
and temporary ignorance, looking forward to sleeping like it 
was 1989... 

But we made the mistake of turning on our phones about 
11 p.m. our time, just before bed to check in on the world... 
we were immediately confronted with the effects of turds 
being thrown at fans by the mentally deficient slab of 



processed cheese substitute who'd been elected President 
by a minority of voters. 

While we'd traipsed around Laubenheim, Trottel had 
ordered his Attorney General to order the Director of the FBI 
to order his people to arrest any known hackers they could 
get their hands on and charge them under any anti¬ 
espionage, anti-treason laws they could think of. It was a 
sloppy frame-up job to which every editor, “journalist", and 
citizen blogger had been invited. 

A production worthy of a Broadway stage had been put 
on in Texas, California, Arizona, Ohio, Pennsylvania, the 
Virginias, Mississippi, and Kentucky as alleged members of 
Carnyx were rounded up, cuffed, and paraded into FBI field 
offices in front of heaving masses of humanity wielding 
video cameras, microphones, tablets, and smart phones. 
The perp walk was coordinated across the nation so that 
every media outlet had been able to simultaneously flood 
the airwaves with images of men and women in FBI jackets 
carrying boxes of evidence and hauling handcuffed people 
to black SUVs. 

We'd missed the live televised apprehensions, arrests, 
and deliveries of prisoners to Federal buildings, but we had 
front row seats to the moment social media exploded as 
everyone weighed in and shared snippets of video over and 
over. Two factions had immediately developed - one 
cheering the demise of Carnyx and the other defending the 
people arrested as innocent victims of Trottel's ineptitude. 
The latter party, as per the rules of social media, were 
drowned out with vile comments and threats. 

Just as Jesse and I thought the tsunami had reached its 
height, Trottel took to Hisser to tell everyone to expect a 
special announcement at his Texas rally that afternoon. 

Even from Germany, we could feel the plates of the Earth 
shift as the hordes of domestic “believers" and foreign 
influencers shifted their attention from eviscerating the 



people calling for facts and evidence, to waiting forTrottel to 
take the stage. 

Hisser went dead calm. The storm churning its waters 
quieted and everyone, Jesse and myself included, held our 
breath as we waited for the next squall. 

“Today is a great day for America. I found Carnyx and 
shut down their network. They are terrorists who will be 
punished to the fullest extent of the law. I'd like to thank my 
Attorney General for his loyalty and dedication to my 
administration, and I'd like to thank the brave men and 
women who uncovered the individuals responsible for doing 
so many bad things to great American companies and the 
wonderful Americans who run them and support my 
campaigns! This is a great win for America. Our friends in 
other countries will owe us for stopping these people from 
doing more bad things. Remember this in 2018 and 2020 
when you vote!'' shouted Trottel, waving his hands at the 
ecstatic crowd that had gathered in the convention center 
for one of his monthly campaign rallies. 

“Hoe-lee SHIT!" I said turning to Jesse. 

“I don't even know how to process this," he replied, eyes 
wide. 

“I'm more afraid of what Max and the Burners are going to 
do in retribution. And who are those poor people they just 
swept up in this farce of a bust. There's not a chance in 
Hades any of them are legit Burners. Hell, I doubt any of 
them are guilty of anything other than sharing music files or 
streaming service passwords with their friends!" 

As if reading my mind, my phone dinked with a 
notification for 1001 Nights. It was Max, and then it was 
Kurt, Lucille, Oliver, Daisy, and Tara. 

They were all horrified. Max confirmed that the people 
arrested were not known to her or any other Burner. She'd 



looked up their information in the files they'd taken from 
Augustine Survey and confirmed that if, and that was a big 
IF, they were guiltily of any crimes, they would be minor 
Terms of Service violations or bootlegging music at best - 
nothing warranting this behavior by the Department of 
Justice. Kurt, Lucille, Oliver, and Daisy were just checking in 
to see if Jesse and I were up to speed and safe. And Tara 
wanted to let us know the military personnel were 
continuing their Strike in the face of this blatantly fake and 
desperate operation perpetrated by Trottel to try to hang 
onto power - and she asked to be kept in the loop if we 
found out anything about the men and women arrested and 
what Carnyx might need from her and Mark. 

I fired off responses to everyone letting them know we'd 
seen the shitshow and were at their disposal when it came 
time to respond. I told Tara I'd keep her posted and to hang 
in there. 

As I sent my message to Tara, my book glowed on the 
bookshelf indicating another message - this one from Don. 
He and Emma were just checking in, horrified by the notion 
the President of the United States had just perpetrated a 
huge con on the American public, and worried that his own 
Prime Minister might try the same tack by arresting random 
people in the UK and calling them members of Carnyx to try 
to score points with the voters. 

I let him know we were fine and admitted it wouldn't 
surprise me if the morning brought the same kind of show to 
British telly. 

“I guess it's true what they say about cornered animals - 
especially when they're as morally and ethically bankrupt as 
Trottel and his cronies," I said to Jesse, locking my home 
screen. "Don is convinced the UK PM is going to pull the 
same scam tomorrow after seeing how well it worked for 
Trottel. You think I should tell Max?" 



“I'm sure she's already considered that option, but can't 
hurt,'' he said, petting Cowboy's hairy man chest as he lay 
on his back between the two of us on the bed. 

I didn't want to use the Thought Stone and jump into 
Max's head while she was in the middle of what was surely a 
million thoughts, so I sent her a quick note in Jinn about 
Don's suspicions. 

She fired back almost immediately. On it! 

Pixie started kicking in her sleep, either trying to get us 
to move our legs to give her more room, or because she was 
dreaming about running...either way, it was time to relocate 
the hounds to their own beds on the ground so Jesse and I 
could try to sleep. 

I slept fitfully. I kept dreaming or thinking about the 
people who'd been rounded up and thrown in jail because of 
what I'd been doing as Carnyx. I imagined they had families 
worried about them and didn't even want to go down the 
road of what kind of tortures theTrottel administration might 
be dishing out to them as a means of sending a message to 
anyone who might see their battered and bruised bodies in 
the coming days. I couldn't believe how shameful and 
contemptable the politicians who continued to support 
Trottel and hang onto their own seats were. The people were 
demanding to be heard. The politicians had been exposed 
as corrupt, ignorant, and lazy. Corporate executives and 
even some low-level lackeys had been shown to be complicit 
in Constitutional violations. The politicians and corporate 
employees had been shown to be collaborators in the theft 
of personal rights and freedoms and yet they still clung to 
their positions like ticks on a deer's underbelly. 


August 6^^, 2017 
Germany 



I woke up tired, angry, and itching for a fight. But I had 
dogs to walk and no target for my agitation, so I did what all 
adults do - put one foot in front of the other and kept busy 
until a plan presented itself. 

By 9 a.m. our time in Germany, the UK was waking up to 
a British version of what had transpired in the US the day 
before - TV footage of arrests of, and accusations and 
“evidence” of cyber-terrorism against, interestingly, mostly 
Scottish citizens. And on a Sunday no less. They didn't 
want to lose the momentum created by Trottel, and they 
wanted to crush any thoughts of a post-Brexit Scottish 
independence by labeling them Carnyx sympathizers who 
wanted to overthrow the Constitutional Monarchy of England 
and Wales. They, like Trottel, liked the idea that people 
wouldn't be too busy at work to notice what was going on. 
Millions of people would be home, glued to their televisions 
and internet devices, absorbing endless hours of television 
drivel slathered on by special guests and “experts”. 

I touched the Thought Stone and said to Don - You called 
that one! 

He responded back - / wish I'd been wrong, My Dear. 

I was itching to contact Max, but I sat on my hands 
knowing how busy she must be. I wanted to talk to someone 
in the know - find out what, if anything, we were going to do 
about this. I drank my second cup of tea and fantasied 
about using the Death Stone on Trottel, the Vice President, 
the Cabinet, and ninety-five percent of Congress and the 
Supreme Court. You assholes won't quit. I'll make you!!!! I 
thought as I watched the dogs play in the backyard. 

“Don't do it,” said Jesse. 

“Do what?” I asked, turning to look at him perched on one 
of three bar stools parked at the kitchen island. 

“You know what,” he said, giving a little nod at my 
Hexensteine bracelet. 

“You know me better than that,” I said with an eye roll. “I 
have no problem with assholes dying, I mean, someone 



hurts my kid, I'll murder them with my bare hands, but 
taking them down with this," I said, rotating the black 
obsidian to the top of my wrist, "it wouldn't solve the 
underlying problem that keeps giving voice and power to 
assholes. Dying is too easy for them. They need to admit 
their crimes, resign in disgrace, and give citizens back their 
power. The only way to heal America and England and 
Scotland and Ireland and South America and Mexico - the 
WORLD, is to show the people they have the power to 
reclaim their lives. They have to see that leaders can be 
strong but compassionate, powerful but fair. They have to 
see that hard work pays off and that breaking or ignoring 
the rules doesn't. For too many decades we've rewarded 
manipulators, liars, cheats, and crooks - killing them 
wouldn't solve anything, it'd just give rise to more of them. 
We have to close the loop. We have to get people asking 
why they keep selecting leaders like Hitler and Trottel who 
manipulate with fear and hate, why they elect the same 
Senators over and over while their states get poorer and 
sicker, why they accept that Supreme Court justices get to 
spend their lives allowing their religion and biases to 
influence their rulings on cases. Like a forest or a phoenix - 
shit has to burn before it can be reborn," I said with a shrug. 

"Fair enough," he said. "But I'm beginning to seriously 
wonder if humanity is smart enough to grasp what you're 
saying. Why does it seem we gravitate toward hate-filled, 
violent, moronic chickenshit leaders like Hitler, Trottel, and 
company instead of people of logic, compassion, and 
bravery like Martin Luther King, Gandhi, or Harriet Tubman? 
At least your stones are always an option, a fall back," he 
said, turning back to his book. 

I thought of The Opal back home at The Tree. Yeah, I've 
got a fallback, I thought. I'd also had the thought, if I 
couldn't get back to Scotland for some reason, would I tell 
Lexie about it? Would I give her the knowledge to end it all? 
Would I put that responsibility on her? 



It was nearly 11 a.m. in Germany. I did the math - 10 
a.m. in the UK, 2 a.m. and 5 a.m. on the coasts of America. If 
the Wick Burners were going to do something it wouldn't be 
for a couple of hours, at least it was my guess they'd want to 
coordinate their message...but I could be wrong, they might 
have words with the UK first then take the US out behind the 
woodshed. How long after that nnight they need me to get 
on Hisser as Carnyx? Will the Carnyx account still work, or 
will Trottel have ordered Hisser to remove It lest It go active 
and prove him a liar? Will Burners inside Hisser be able to 
reactivate it against their bosses' orders? So many 
questions and no answers was driving me mad! I was one of 
those rubber band propellers on a balsa wood airplane - 
wound really, really tight and just held in position by the tip 
of a tiny finger. One sneeze, one slip of the finger and I'd be 
off - all that torque set free and probably crashing into a 
wall. 

“I'm going to go crazy if I don't hear something soon," I 
said to Jesse who sat on the couch reading a book, a dog 
warming the side of each thigh. “How can you just sit here 
reading?" 

“I've read the same paragraph like eighteen times," he 
said laughing. “I keep expecting you're going to go driving 
off on some errand for Max. I'm not sure if I'm supposed to 
go with you, stay here, hide out in a hotel until you come 
back for us...I keep running scenarios over in my mind 
wondering what Max and her pack are going to do and how 
it will affect us." 

“Oh thank DOG! I thought I was the only one! So, what 
scenarios do you imagine?" I asked sitting on the piano 
bench so I could face him. 


August 6^^, 2017 
Alexandria, Virginia 
5 a.m. 



Lincoln lay on his couch dressed in sweatpants and a t- 
shirt, one arm behind his head, staring at the ceiling. If 
anyone had been watching, the scene seemed peaceful 
enough, but he was fighting a battle inside his own brain. 
He was DONE! Trottel and his appointees had crossed a line 
- they'd corrupted the integrity of the FBI. Lincoln knew the 
arrests of alleged Carnyx members were totally bogus and so 
did everyone else in the CIA, FBI, NSA, etc. Trottel had 
perpetrated a coup and controlled all three branches of the 
government with the blessing of the GOP controlled Senate, 
and today he'd yanked the choke chain around his Attorney 
General's neck to get him to use the FBI as his personal 
Gestapo. 

Rome was burning. The Empire of America was spiraling 
to the bottom like an addict who refused to change their 
ways out of spite, anger, and the illusion of rebellion and 
independence. Don't tell me what to do! they scream at 
loved ones who try to prevent them from jumping off a cliff 
without so much as a helmet or life vest. Lincoln wanted to 
quit, pack up, leave the country and never come back; but 
he also wanted to stay and fight. He wanted to protect the 
people who'd been rounded up by Trottel's minions, and he 
wanted to stand by his fellow rank-and-file intelligence 
community members whom he was sure were having the 
same mental battle right now after having seen their 
compatriots being used as pawns in a corrupt game of real- 
life Dungeons and Dragons. 

Instinct says RUN, but something else often says. Stay! If 
you run they win, If you run they write the story. If you run 
so will everyone else. Stay and hght. 

Lincoln was having three conversations with himself 
simultaneously. He kept asking himself if he should go, just 
disappear and be done. He asked himself if he stayed, what 
should or could he do? And he kept asking himself if it was 
instinct that demanded he run - what was it that was just as 
equally adamant that he stay and fight? Was it patriotism? 
Honor? Loyalty? Indignation? Some combination of all of 



that? Why couldn't he label it? Did it matter? Why was he 
even contemplating running? He knew he wasn't going to 
do it. He knew he would see this through. He knew he'd 
stay to try to protect his co-workers and the poor folks who'd 
been sucked into a desperate Trottel's raging vortex of 
sewage. He knew he wanted to see a government in place 
worthy of all the men and women who'd died fighting for 
this country. He knew if he bailed it would be that much less 
likely to happen. Does that make me conceited? He 
wondered. So what if it does. Aii hands on deck, iast push 
up the beach, take the escarpments, take the bunkers! 

There's got to be a word for it, he thought to himself as 
he sat up on the couch. It's not instinct, is it integrity? he 
wondered as he stood up. He settled on the word stupid, as 
he quickly showered and dressed. He knew in his gut it was 
going to be a long day...He knew Trottel had just poked a 
dragon. He knew it was stupid to position one's self 
between a monster born in a cesspool and a righteous 
dragon - but someone had to act as a shield for all the 
people who'd be caught in the middle. 

As he drove into the office, he ran over scenarios in his 
head of how Carnyx might respond to being “arrested". He 
had no idea how deep their talons sank into the tender, 
unprotected underbelly of the internet, but he suspected if 
they could delete credit bureaus and student debt, and 
uncover Augustine's dossiers, and compile files on people 
who'd tried their best to erase their own private lives; 
chances were, Carnyx could rip out even more of its guts 
with very little effort. 

It was Sunday and the sun was barely up, a magic 
combination that guaranteed the roads were nearly empty 
even in an area where grimy lobbyists and grungy political 
aids plus their grubby bosses worked 24/7 trading favors like 
chits to be redeemed for money and votes as needed. It 
wasn't lost on him that even as millions of Americans went 
on Strike from work and school to protest the rot eating 



away at their countries, the pathogens that infected halls of 
government turned up every day to colonize and consume 
as much of humanity as they could. 

Lincoln's resolve and the peaceful morning were pillars of 
strength and calm he'd need to draw upon as the day wore 
on. The suitcase in the trunk of the car and the safety 
deposit box in Germany were his escape hatch - sometimes 
just knowing you have one is enough to keep you going. 

Lincoln had contacts he could trust with his life in the FBI 
and other agencies foreign and domestic, but he was loath 
to reach out to them for information on the people who'd 
been arrested as Carnyx because absolutely nothing was 
secure right now. He couldn't even risk meeting with them, 
because being seen on surveillance cameras with them 
could mean disaster. He just had to hope the people who'd 
been so publically accused of being Carnyx were strong 
enough to withstand whatever this administration, one 
which had expressed over and over its approval of torture as 
a means to extract information, threw at them until Carnyx 
made its next play orTrottel got everyone back to work. 

The building was crawling with employees, yet it was 
bizarrely silent. No one knew who to trust and no one 
wanted to appear to be picking sides against Trottel or for 
him. No one was working on anything that didn't have 
layers of butt-covering approval. They toiled away at 
reports, sifting through intercepted communications, and 
talking about missions in places that would make the Trottel 
administration happy - which is to say, China, South 
America, Central America, Mexico, Africa, Iran, and Russia. 

It was business as usual, as they waited and hoped for 
Carnyx to respond. 


St:*** 


The day wore on and on. Nothing happened. 



I used the Thought Stone to check in on Trottel. He was 
gloating to everyone who would listen, “See, I told you I'm 
very smart! Carnyx can't do anything now that I've 
disrupted their network by arresting those hackers. Why 
didn't the FBI do that before? They've been watching those 
people for years, why didn't they just arrest them?" 

“Well, Sir..." someone began, trying to explain that things 
like evidence are important and can't always be acquired 
even when people are known criminals, and especially when 
they aren't, but was interrupted by Trottel continuing to 
preen himself. 

“They're weak! That's why they didn't arrest them! 
When this is all over I want to clean out the FBI and the 
other agencies and hire only smart people who know how to 
get deals done!" 

I broke the connection unable to listen any more. I 
considered contacting Max, especially given I hadn't heard 
from her via Jinn to warn me about anything impending or 
ask me to do anything...Had they given up? What were they 
waiting for? 

Jesse and I tried to keep busy. We took the dogs for a 
walk, puttered around the house, and tried not to climb the 
walls. 

As we went to bed around 11 p.m. that Sunday night, all I 
could say was, “They must have needed time to prepare and 
be waiting for Monday to really drive their point home?" 

“Yeah, you're probably right," said Jesse, wondering what 
the morning would bring. 



Chapter XLIX 


August 7, 2017 
Frankfurt, Germany 
5 a.m. 

We couldn't pretend to sleep any more. We got up, made 
tea, and finding no messages on our cell phones, turned on 
the TV. 

All was quiet - just weather reports and speculation that 
now that Carnyx had been neutered, people would be 
getting back to work and registering for classes this 
morning. 

By 6 a.m. I was two cups of tea and a pastry into 
breakfast, watching the dogs sniff around the backyard and 
watching them for any deposits that would need to be 
picked up, when my phone received a notification. 

“It's Max!" I called to Jesse who was in the bedroom 
digging poo bags out of the dogs' bag. 

“What's the scoop?" he asked, walking in, carrying the 
bag and poking around a side pocket for a roll of poop bags. 

The message loaded just as he entered the room and we 
read it together. 

3 p.m. your time, we hit back. Get ready. Wiii 
need you to post #1 Carnyx aiive & free, #2 
innocent victims framed by Trottei and UK PM, #3 
RESIGN CROOKS!!!" or something to that effect. ;) 
Going to be AFK in regard to comms, but use your 
stone in emergency. Over and out. ~M 

We both glanced at the clock on the phone as I closed 
the Jinn app - 6:15 am. 

“Guess I'd better get dressed," I said giddy with 
anticipation. 



“She didn't say when you should post, it's hours away 
until you will even know what their plan is," said Jesse, 
astutely. 

“True, but best be ready. Can you go get the dogs?" I 
asked. 

“On it," he said, heading out the French doors as I walked 
towards the bedroom. 

Knowing Max wanted me to post messages, we knew we 
needed to get away from Frankfurt, so we pulled out a map 
to plan a nice touristy adventure. We settled on Wolfsburg. 
And we decided I'd go alone. We couldn't leave the dogs 
alone and risk not being able to make it back for them, and 
we couldn't risk both of us getting caught. The risks were 
low, but we felt like once the Burners' plan activated and 
Carnyx started posting, Trottel and his dicktater 
counterparts in other countries were likely to activate every 
asset they could to take down Carnyx one way or another. If 
we got unlucky and happened to be too close to one of 
Duke's operatives or the British, French, Russian, Chinese 
equivalent, we didn't want to both go down and risk the 
dogs' safety and leave Lexi an adult orphan. 

Kurt responded to my Jinn message assuring me it was 
totally fine to take their station wagon to Scotland. They 
had a set of UK plates we could slap on, registered to one of 
the dozen or so of Lucille's companies, set up like 
Matryoshka dolls to obfuscate ownership while legally 
operating the car, plus, what's the harm in one friend 
loaning another friend a car? As long as Jesse didn't get 
busted for speeding and had his UK license and US passport 
in order for border crossings, odds were no one would even 
look twice at a middle-aged white man and his dogs 
returning home from holiday. 

The bigger problem was going to be getting Luka and me 
back to Scotland, but we'd cross that bridge - or Channel - 
as the case may be, when we came to it. Right now, the 



priority was to get Jesse and the dogs safely home, and keep 
my activities as far from our personal lives as possible. 

It was decided - Jesse and the dogs would head home, 
and I'd stay in Germany for one last round of Hisser posts 
then hightail it back to the UK from where I could find a 
remote location in Wales or Southwest England to post the 
list of leaders, should Trottel and Co ever resign. 

I had a four-hour drive to Wolfsburg and Jesse had six to 
Calais from where he'd hop on a ferry and make for Dover 
then drive to Daisy and Oliver's where he could hunker 
down and wait for me, or continue on home if I was waylaid. 

Jesse was on the road by 7 a.m. The goal was to get him 
and the dogs safely to Daisy and Oliver's before the Burner's 
plan was triggered and the almost assured over-reaction by 
politicians was engaged. 

When I'd contacted Daisy to let her know Jesse and the 
dogs were on the way, her response was a clue to what the 
Burner's had in store for the world - He must have ticket and 
depart Calais before 2 p.m. GMT/3 p.m. local! 

I waved goodbye to Jesse and the dogs and went back 
into the house to clean out the fridge, dump the trash, and 
lock up. I touched the framed photo of Kurt and his family 
sitting on the mantel and wondered if his young daughter 
would ever know what her parents had done to try to make 
the world a better place for her and her generation. If this 
all works, she may grow up knowing the name Carnyx, but 
she may never know that If not for her parents, her Auntie 
Max, and their loose band of century enchantment 
weavers and spell casters, the world could have gone down 
in two very different yet equally destructive ways, I thought, 
thinking of The Opal back home. 

Luka and I struck out for Wolfsburg. It had been an 
impulsive choice driven more out of my genealogical 
obsessions than any logical reason. Traipsing about my own 
ancestral lands had inspired me to take Luka back to the 



place of her birth - the factory where she'd been assembled 
and from whence she'd shipped off to America to begin her 
adventures over thirty years ago. 

John Denver's Take Me Home Country Roads painted a 
picture of misty moonshine infused memories older than the 
trees as Luka and I made our way north. 

I ran over the plan in my head again. Poke around 
Wolfsburg until after sunset. By then, the Burner's plan 
would have been active for over five hours - ample time to 
percolate. Then head west, post, destroy the third phone, 
drop south, cross into France and make for Calais where I'd 
have to hope I could find a way across the Channel - with 
Luka! 




The Wick Burner's plan was more of a slow burning one 
than a single attention-grabbing explosion. It began at the 
same time - 6 a.m. on the west coast of America, 9 a.m. on 
the east coast, 2 p.m. in the UK, and 3 p.m. in western 
Europe, but because California was just slipping into their 
yoga pants. New York was already at work, and Europe was 
hours away from their commutes home, it took people hours 
to realize what was happening. At first retailers and city 
engineers thought it was just localized glitches, but then 
chatter on social media began and a chain reaction started, 
exploding and sending shockwaves of information exposing 
the fact they were facing a coordinated, multi-platform, 
international attack. 

Store scanners and cash registers wouldn't work - screens 
only showed the words Carnyx Was Here! Credit and debit 
card payment systems wouldn't process, their screens 
simply displayed the message, Carnyx Was Here. Traffic 
lights were red at every computer controlled intersection - 
blinking the words Carnyx Was Here in Morse code for 
anyone clever enough, and old school enough, to read it. 



Subway, train, bus, and airplane ticketing and control 
systems had locked operators out - schedule boards and 
operations terminals scrolled the phrase Carnyx Was Here. 
Bankers were unable to access accounts for customers, ATMs 
spat out cards without completing transactions, and apps 
designed to send money or process payments, were 
rendered useless. 

In New York, Paris, Berlin, London, Dublin, Chicago, Los 
Angeles, Rome, Moscow, Beijing, Mexico City, Bogota, and 
every smaller city between - Hummingbird had given the 
Wick Burners access to power companies, water systems, 
military controls, government sites, and hospital records and 
equipment - but they focused their ire on the areas that 
would cause the most aggravation and inconvenience. Their 
goal wasn't to hurt anyone - just piss them all off and wake 
them up to how weak and vulnerable our dependence on 
computers had made us. And to expose Trottel's lies about 
having captured Carnyx. 

By 9 p.m., when I decided to head out under the cover of 
darkness, the US, UK, Canada, France, and parts of Mexico, 
South America, Russia, China, and Europe were seething 
with pent up hatred aimed at world leaders. 

South America and Mexico went on Strike in large 
numbers. Oil companies and car manufacturers were ghost 
towns. Farm fields went un-picked. In some southern 
countries, citizens were supported by an unlikely group - the 
drug lord families. Cocaine and pot suppliers vowed to 
provide necessities to the Striking citizens until the corrupt 
governments resigned and legitimate elections were had. 
They realized this was their moment to grab power and try 
to legitimize themselves by painting themselves as the 
heroes of their countries. Part of me also suspected they 
were intrigued by the possibility of legalizing their products 
- how better to ensure that happens than to be at the table 
where decisions are made...The enemy of my enemy and all 
that jazz. 



Americans and Europeans - at least the ones who weren't 
already on Strike and who hadn't already emptied their bank 
accounts, were livid that they couldn't commute, travel, or 
pull money from their accounts. 

Russian and Chinese citizens focused their fury at their 
leaders who had let this happen. They took to the streets 
proclaiming their status on Strike and screamed for the 
heads of leaders who had created such a fragile, pathetic 
system that controlled everything. 

Citizens of a certain age - those born in the late sixties 
and early seventies, the ones who knew how to live in a 
world not crippled by its dependence on computers, created 
a series of Remember When slogans...They appeared on 
signs, rearview windows, and in chalk on sidewalks and 
walls. Remember When: you didn't have to live in constant 
fear of your identity being stolen? Remember When: you 
had in-person conversations with friends and family, rather 
than texting them from bedrooms and coffee shops? 
Remember When: you weren't dependent upon social media 
“likes" for your self-esteem? Remember When: people paid 
attention to traffic lights and lane dividers instead of their 
smart phones and infotainment systems? Remember When: 
people over 65 retired and cleared a path for younger 
people to move up the employment ladder? Remember 
When: homes were affordable and healthcare didn't 

bankrupt you? Remember When: corporation leaders were 
accountable to consumers? Remember When: everything 
you did wasn't monitored, recorded, stored, and sold? 
Remember When: you could buy concert tickets without 
having to pay “processing and transaction fees" to print the 
damn things yourself on your own printer, using your own 
paper? 

More Americans vowed to Strike. English, Welsh, and 
Scots agreed to Strike. The Irish united to Strike - Republic 
and Northern, Protestant and Catholic, beer drinkers and 
whiskey drinkers...they were Striking until their political 
houses were hosed out and there were no more threats of 



barbed wire borders separating families and hurting the 
economy. 

I'd checked in earlier with Lexie using the Thought Stone. 
Jesse had made it to Daisy's and all was well. I poked her 
again as I prepared to leave. Lexie would get a message to 
Jesse that I was on my way. She also let me know that Barb 
had worked some magic to get me a crossing from Calais 
and gave me the details so I could find the ship. Using a 
code only I would understand, I wrote down the information 
in a tiny metal-cased notepad I kept in my messenger bag 
and told her we'd be home soon. She wasn't worried about 
things at the pub or her safety in Oban because most of the 
activity was happening in the larger cities like Glasgow, 
Edinburgh, Aberdeen and points south of Scotland. I 
detected a bit of worry for me and my journey off of the 
Continent, but we both knew with Luka, the Hexensteine, 
and the Trinity Ring, I'd have more than an edge over most 
people who would try to get in my way. 

I finished up my cup of tea as images of Americans 
wearing Halloween masks and face paint flashed across the 
TV screens mounted on the walls of the cafe I'd found in 
which to wait out the sunset. They were standing outside 
the homes and office buildings of executives who owned and 
ran chemical companies, credit bureaus, online retailers, and 
banks; and those of politicians, judges, and law enforcement 
officers whom they demanded resign for reasons of 
corruption and abuse. Some carried tanks labeled as 
herbicides and pesticides and hollered, “Equal Rights! 
Equal Poison!" as they sprayed the Bentleys, Mercedes, Land 
Rovers, and Porsches as the cars rolled out from behind 
wrought iron gates. I suspected the tanks were just filled 
with water or something equally harmless, or at least I 
hoped they were so the Strikers didn't end up in jail - 
because, you know, it's only legal to spray people and the 
environment with toxic chemicals if you have a permit...but 
it was still a jolting visual to see these men and women, who 



took great joy and financial gain from poisoning poor, 
helpless people, get a taste of vulnerability. I smiled behind 
my mug as I realized one group was dancing on the sidewalk 
to a boom box playing Success is the Best Revenge, by 
Dallas Frasca. Their signs said it all - you serve and are in 
business at the pleasure of the people and the people are 
not pleased. So nnuch for all those doorbell cams and 
streetlight surveillance packages, I thought as I left my small 
table and walked to Luka. Pretty useless against masked 
people who take off their license plates, and turn off and 
shield their cell phones or leave them at home. Can't track 
what can't be identified. Can't track what leaves no trail. 
Assholes! 

I followed the usual protocol of stowing my personal 
phone in its signal blocking pouch and zipping it into the 
seat cushion, then pulled out one of the one-use phones and 
its battery and popped it in the glove box. 

I steered Luka onto the small local rural routes, pulled 
over on the side of one and turned on the third disposable 
phone Daisy had given me. I had signal, so I got to work. I 
gave myself five minutes online to get business done. I 
posted that Carnyx was alive and well and would be holding 
travel systems hostage until the demands of the people 
were met - Trottel must resign, the US Congress and UK 
Parliament must resign, the US Supreme Court must resign, 
and new elections free of bribery and lies and empty 
promises and hate must be held. I posted that the men and 
women Trottel and UK leaders had arrested in their sham 
raids of Carnyx were innocent victims of corrupt 
administrations and their release was part of our demands. 

In the last of my allotted five minutes, I reposted dozens 
of Strikers' posts in solidarity and support and followed 
dozens of new followers before logging out. 

As I destroyed the cell phone and wiped it down with a 
disinfecting wipe, I mused. It always amazes me how stupid 
people on social media are - it's so simple to acknowledge 



people and let them know they've been heard, but people 
don't do It! What the hell Is the point of the Internet In 
general and social media specifically If not to foster 
communication, share Information, and create support 
systems? Instead It's like a giant high school of bitchy 
Heathers and misogynists who debase women and tell them 
they can't do things and suggest they body shame 
themselves to win free body sculpting treatments. 
Politicians are the dumbest lot of all - they don't engage 
with voters, they Ignore them and just talk AT them like 
parents lecturing children. Dumber than a box of Pet Rocks! 

I tied off the water-filled poo bag with extra oomph at that 
last thought, tossed it in the foot well of the passenger seat, 
and popped Luka into first gear. 

I continued along the route I'd been on and took a series 
of jogs to put me on an intercept course with the A2. By 
now it was nearly 11 p.m. and the German countryside was 
asleep. It was probably my imagination, but I felt like Luka 
was driving better here in her homeland - like she was 
lighter and more powerful. I knew I felt lighter and maybe 
even a little more powerful. Germany had yet to succumb to 
the surveillance-state mentality that had become a crutch 
for the United States and the United Kingdom - as such, the 
urge to flout authority I normally felt when being told not to 
do something or that Big Brother was watching, was lifted 
from my sense of purpose. Plus, there was something 
empowering about being in the one place on Earth where I 
knew with certainty that the soil was made from the flesh 
and bones of my ancient ancestors. 

/ should have been a vampire, I thought. A vampire and 
a race car driver, I smiled. It was well known that I hate 
mornings and don't really find my groove until the 
afternoon. I'd always wondered what it would be like to live 
on a schedule opposite to most people - sleep all day and 
work all night, but, alas, spending one's first forty-plus years 
as a school child then mother to a school child, one doesn't 
really get to explore their inner vampire - or race car driver 



either for that matter. Although, to be honest, I just like to 
drive fast, I don't particularly want to race other people or 
the clock, and I don't like to drive recklessly - there's 
nothing fun about risking lives and destroying property. 
People who treat video games and Fast and Furious movies 
as driving schools really miss out on so much - especially 
after they end up in jail or dead, I thought. 

Alessia Cara's Wild Things seeped from my speakers. I 
rolled down the windows and turned up the volume until the 
music swirled around me like a silk scarf on a windy day. 
Gather all ye rebels now, well make our own rules... I 
mangled the lyrics in a mashup between Thomas Jefferson 
and Alessia for fun, but found myself wondering. Are we 
even allowed to sing songs in our own heads these days or 
will the rights management companies be issuing DMCA 
take-down notices to our brains soon? I chuckled as I 
imagined the day when Disney uses internet connected 
personal assistant speakers and televisions to threaten small 
children with copyright infringement fines when they dance 
about the house singing songs from Frozen or Snow White. 
In fact, I could almost imagine companies automatically 
debiting the credit cards associated with user accounts 
every time one of their corporate eavesdroppers heard 
anyone in any household singing any song or reading aloud 
from a book...Just wait until everyone Jacks straight into 
their internet-connected devices via brain implanted neural 
wiring and starts getting billed for their thoughts! 

I really didn't want to go down that train of thought any 
more. I nudged the throttle, heard the turbo spool, and 
opened the barn door to set free the horses. Apparently 
though, my brain wasn't ready to let the tech rant go. 
Autonomous driving, my ass! I'm never giving this up to a 
stupid computer, and I'm sure as shit never giving up the 
individuality of owning my own car Just so I can summon 
some driverless booger bowl on wheels that smells like 
vomit and body spray. You're gonna have to pry my car 
keys from my cold dead hands - my actual KEYS because I 



don't do keyless entry/push button start either! I'll drive 
combustion- engined, hybrid, or electric cars - but I'm 
gonna do the driving! Oh yeah. I'm gonna do the driving. 

I wrested control of my brain from, well, my brain? 
Sometimes I think my brain has a brain of its own and I 
battle for dominance. I didn't want to dwell on stupid brain 
atrophying technology anymore so I forced myself to 
imagine what lay around me in the darkness of the German 
countryside. I imagined the Germans sleeping in the houses 
beyond the road and wondered how they would feel about 
giving up their cars for the ability to open an app, summon 
and wait around for some corporate owned car to drive them 
to and from work, to the doctor, their kids to school, to the 
grocery store, to the South of France...! couldn't picture it, in 
fact something in the back of my mind was laughing 
hysterically at the notion. Driverless cars - the Chia Pets of 
the Century I relaxed into my seat, giving in to the 
rhythmic symbiosis that exists between soulful drivers and 
their cars, and hit replay on Wild Things. Luka ate up the 
perfect black satin ribbons of road and I relaxed into the 
nothingness that is everything. 

Just after I picked up the A2, I pulled over in the first town 
I came to and disposed of my phone-filled poop bag in a 
curbside trash can along with a couple snack bags and gum 
wrappers. 

Before leaving, I pulled out my Carnyx phone and 
dropped it in the back pocket of my messenger bag sitting 
in my passenger seat. 

A few dozen miles down the road, I reached into my bag 
and turned on the Carnyx phone. Hearing no notification 
sounds, I drove on. 

Netherlands, Belgium, France - that was my route. Three 
passport stamps and one petrol fill up later, I was nearing 
Calais. At each border, I'd been ready with the Thought 
Stone to ensure my ability to cross, but it wasn't necessary. 
It seemed that a middle-aged woman with a polite attitude. 



a small suitcase reflecting a short vacation abroad, and a 
few small shopping bags of souvenirs, was enough to put 
the most suspicious of border guards at ease. My American 
passport didn't so much as raise an eyebrow, much less a 
rifle. I'd been worried most about that, considering the 
awful things Trottel had said about world leaders and other 
countries since taking office. How much of his vile, uncouth 
behavior had been painted on all Americans? But either the 
guards were too distracted by the news reports pouring out 
of the US, UK, and other parts of the world to waste time on 
a grey-haired tourist, or they figured I was a Yankee who'd 
fled to Europe for a bit of sanity. Either way - I was just 
minutes from finding and boarding my ride across the 
Channel and I wasn't going to dwell too much on the how of 
it. 


I checked my notes in my little notebook and navigated 
around the huge port trying to find my transport. Luckily, 
Lexie had given me the instructions in French so it was just a 
matter of following signs that matched the words of the 
instructions. I did start wondering, as I drove around. Would 
the Thought Stone have worked if I'd had to have translated 
English instructions into French in my own head? 

I found the section of the port and the dock and spied 
what must be my ride. The whole area was nearly a ghost 
town of stacked shipping containers and security cameras. 
I'd seen a few people at the commuter terminal and then not 
another soul until I reached my destination. 

I rolled Luka to a stop by two other cars parked near the 
ship then saw someone motioning at me to continue 
forward. I extended my trust in Barb to the fellow guiding 
me forward, but I was glad I'd charged the Trinity Ring 
earlier. 

“Bon jour," I said, rolling down my window as I pulled up 
next to him. 

“Howdy, Ma'am," said the twenty-something man in blue 
jeans, white t-shirt, and faded flannel. “I reckon you're the 



last of the cargo we need to load. Just follow me and I'll 
guide you on board then we'll get this ol' girl strapped down. 
Ride's a little bumpy today, but good news is, we've got the 
whole Channel to ourselves," he said, his accent dripping 
Texas honey. 

"Lead the way," I said in American English which 
garnered a cock of the head from my escort I assumed to 
mean he'd expected me to be French or at the very least, 
English. 

A Texan in France, I thought as I drove slowly up the ramp 
and into a cargo hold below the deck. Leave it to Barb to 
send a cowboy to rescue me, I thought and smiled as I 
stopped, set the hand brake, and shut down Luka's engine in 
the spot right behind the Texan's kneecaps. 

My messenger bag and I stood by and watched as he 
used ratchet straps to secure Luka to tie-down anchors. 

"Alrighty, Ma'am, that should hold her," he said coming 
towards me. "I'm Leroy. Leroy Jenkins," he said, dusting off 
his hands on his jeans and offering his right hand to shake 
mine. 

"Wanda," I said, wondering where the name had come 
from in the tornado of things swirling in my head. I was 
simultaneously doing math, trying to stifle a chuckle, and 
translating English to French. He can't be more than 25, he 
was aiready a teenager when the game came out, his 
parents had aiready given him that name. Do you suppose 
he knows? Don't laugh. Aiso, Leroy is reaiiy Le Roy - the 
king, in French. And aiso, where the heii did Wanda come 
from???? 

He was shaking my hand and searching my eyes trying to 
figure out my story. I was tempted to use The Thought 
Stone, but let it go. Who cares what he thinks, I mentally 
shrugged suddenly exhausted from driving all night. 

"Right this way, Wanda. I'll show you where you can ride 
out the crossing. We'll be leaving in about fifteen minutes." 

I followed him to a room two decks up. It looked like a 
school cafeteria - tables and benches bolted to the floor and 



an aluminum food service line awaiting pans of whatever 
food could be cooked in the galley. 

“I'll come get you when it's safe to come up top,'' he said 
with a wink, leaving me sitting in the mess hall. 

The wink left the impression he knew more than he 
maybe should. Had Barb said something? Had he guessed 
just based on the randomness of hauiing me and my car on 
a ship that obviousiy was used to hauiing nothing but 
shipping containers? Was he working for Duke? 

I hadn't realized it, but I'd been listening for the sound of 
a door locking when he left, and breathed an unexpected 
sigh of relief when I didn't hear one. 

All the cameras at the port had set my nerves on edge. It 
was always in the back of my mind that Duke had an image 
of Luka and was probably scanning billions of databases of 
surveillance cameras for sightings of her and the hundreds 
of other cars on his list. I couldn't help but feel like my days 
driving Luka were putting me in the crosshairs of Duke's 
execution squad - but what were my options? Abandon her 
and iet someone find her and track her to me with her VIN? 
Lock her in the garage in Scotiand and rent a car to take 
care of Carnyx business? Yeah, iike those things aren't 
tracked and tied to credit cards and drivers' iicenses. I 
couid borrow someone eise's car - Kurt's wagon was parked 
at Daisy's - but then I couid put him and his famiiy in 
danger. I couid use pubiic transportation - but if I had to 
move fast or disappear it wouid have to be on foot. Nope, 
I'd Just have to hope Luka and I couid ride this out. And I'd 
have to hope Leroy and his shipmates were on my side...I 
trust Barb, I thought as I put my head down on my arms 
folded over my bag and closed my eyes. I was vaguely 
aware of the ship leaving the port but too tired to care. 

I woke to the smell of coffee and toast, and a soft but 
thick murmur enveloping me. A dozen or so people sat at 
the tables around mine. They quaffed coffee and munched 
on what looked like bubbly cheese on toast. Normally a 



strict yogurt, fruit and hot tea breakfaster, I was agog at how 
good the ship's breakfast menu smelled. My head cleared 
quickly as I tried to figure out how long I'd been asleep. I 
smiled at a couple of the folks who looked over as I sat up, 
but they just went back to their quiet conversations. 

“Here you are, Ms. Wanda. This oughta get your spark 
plugs firing again," said Leroy sitting down across from me 
with a tray filled with two steaming cups and two plates of 
cheese toast. 

“That toast looks like heaven, but if I drink coffee I'll be so 
fired up I'll have to swim to shore just to burn it off," I began. 

“Then it's a good thing I brought you tea," he said, 
passing me a mug with a tea bag tag dangling over the side. 
He set a plate of toast coated in golden brown melted 
cheese down in front of me with another of his winks. 

I gave him my patented raised eyebrow of mom and 
considered using The Thought Stone, but the toast and tea 
required all my attention. 

“How long was I out?" I asked. 

“Just about a half hour," he replied around a mouthful of 
toast. 

“So we've got about an hour until we dock?" 

“Thereabouts. With the ferries down to two runs a day 
and no one working the cargo docks, we're the only ship 
crossing right now. Should have you home in no time." 

He knew from my accent I wasn't English so why did he 
call England home? Maybe Luka's plates? Maybe he 
thought it was my home now? And maybe he's fishing, my 
brain warned. 

“Where do you call home?" I asked, changing the subject 
while wrapping my tea bag around a tea spoon and wringing 
it out with its own string. 

“The Great State of Texas!" he said wiping his post toast 
fingers on his work pants. 

“A Texas boy on a cargo ship running between France and 
England? There's a story in there somewhere," I said, 
smiling over my tea mug. 



“And I bet a California girl stowing away with her car on a 
cargo ship running between France and England has a story 
too," he said wickedly. 

“Who you calling “girl", Son?" I asked, wondering how he 
knew I was from California and realizing I wasn't the only 
one with an accent. 

“Sorry Mom," he said chuckling. He finished his mug of 
coffee and set it on the tray. “Captain said you can come up 
and see him, I can take you up now if you want." 

I set my empty plate and mug on the tray, met his eyes 
and said, “Lead the way." 

A dozen sets of eyes followed us out the door. 

“Well if it isn't our mystery guest," said the Captain as 
Leroy and I entered his domain. 

“Thanks for the lift," I said digesting his Boston accent 
and wondering how the hell Barb knew these guys and how 
she'd arranged for all this. 

Leroy disappeared, leaving us alone staring out over the 
bow of the boat and the entire English Channel. 

“Anything for Barb," he said with a smile as he checked 
his instruments. 

“Do you work with her?" I asked, thinking that might be a 
safe question. 

“We work for the same company. She's a bit of a legend 
in certain circles. I've never met her personally, but when 
Barb asks a favor it must be important," he said, his amber 
eyes locking onto my green ones and searching for answers. 

“Well she's a legend in the family too," I said, giving him 
a little nugget of truth. 

“So that's how it is then? You're blood?" he said, visibly 
relaxing a bit as if that information was enough to assuage 
any misgivings he'd had about taking Luka and me aboard. 

“Cousins," I said. 

“Well then, I'd best get you safely where you're going, 
don't want Barb mad at me," he said with a smile as Leroy 
reappeared carrying a tray of coffee and cheese toast. 



“Nobody wants Barb mad at them," said Leroy setting 
down the tray for the Captain. 

“You know her too?" I asked. 

“Everybody on board knows Barb, we're all here because 
of her. She finds jobs for folks who need them and makes 
sure they get paid and treated well. She's kind of our 
Mother Hen - but we know we'd better be on our best 
behavior because she'll end us if we screw up by acting 
stupid," said Leroy, wondering almost aloud how I knew her. 

“Our guest here is Barb's family," said the Captain, 
setting the matter to rest. 

“Well now, that is a song of a different tune, isn't it?" 
asked Leroy with renewed fascination. 

“What's the report from Calais?" asked the Captain trying 
to change the subject, probably because he knew the less 
he knew the better. 

“Looks like only two ferries out today. Not many people 
showing up and payment processing is a joke. If people 
don't have the cash for a crossing the ferry operator isn't too 
keen on selling tickets, but I did hear they're trying to use 
an old-fashioned contraption to make imprints of people's 
credit cards to process later, but the newer credit cards don't 
have raised numbers needed to make impressions and it's 
all going a bit cockeyed," said Leroy. 

“And Dover? Is anyone working there today to off-load 
us?" asked the Captain. 

“From what I heard in Calais, it's hit or miss. Some shifts 
are showing up, but most are on Strike. Have you not been 
able to raise anyone on the radio?" asked Leroy. 

“At this rate, we're going to have to dock her ourselves 
and contact the container owners directly about organizing 
some sort of pickup of their goods," said the Captain. 

“Is it as bad as all that," I asked, it becoming clear how 
Strikers were shutting down systems most people took for 
granted. 

“It's not life or death," said the Captain, “but according to 
my manifest, I've got medications and perishables on board 



that need to be delivered to their owners for distribution. 
With no one to operate the cranes and off-load the 
containers, we're going to have to get creative with delivery 
of important items. Hopefully this Strike will be over in a 
few days and we can all get back to normal," he spat. "But 
right now, my biggest worry is docking and tying up with no 
one on the docks." 

"You're not a fan of the Strikers?" I asked. 

"What gave you that idea?" he asked confused. 

"Just the way you said you hope it will be over in a few 
days..." 

"Oh no, I support the Strikers, it's the suits digging in 
their heels and refusing to heed the will of the people that 
have me spitting pins. This should never have gotten this 
far. The politicians - and I include judges and government 
attorneys who've been complicit in the things Carnyx has 
uncovered - and executives who sold us out, who 
dishonored our rights, our laws, our soldiers...they should 
have all resigned in shame a month ago, but instead they 
actually try to justify their abominable behavior and cling to 
power. It's all messed up. I feel bad for my crew because 
this is probably our last job until the Strikers win or give up, 
but we also know that this is the only way we're going to 
have a chance at fixing things. It looks like we're joining the 
Strike, whether we want to or not, as soon as we deliver 
what we can of this load." 

Leroy sat quietly as the Captain spoke, I could feel his 
eyes burning into my profile. 

"How about you, Leroy?" I asked, turning to return his 
stare. 

"Team Carnyx all the way," he said as if the words had 
been on the tip of his tongue the whole time the Captain 
had been speaking. 

"I'd love to meet some of them someday," I said. "I 
wonder what they're like. Do you think they're all kids? I 
mean, surely it couldn't be people my age - we don't know 



anything about technology,” I said with a shrug and a 
straight face. 

"Why is it always kids?” asked the Captain. "In every 
movie and every book, it's always some group of kids who 
need to get trained by elder experts then go out and save 
the world because the generations before let things go to 
pot, only it never quite works out, mostly because kids don't 
have enough life experience to know jack about how things 
work! And while we're on the topic,” he said eyeing the 
gauges on the display before him, "why is it that the Yodas 
and Gandalfs and Dumbledores of the stories are always 
elders who educate and train the kids to save the world, but 
didn't just save it themselves? It makes zero sense!” 

"And you notice how protagonists are never able to fully 
solve a flipping problem? The ones that get me are when 
the bad guy always gets away or the evil item is never fully 
destroyed. Dog forbid writers should have to come up with 
something unique for each sequel. Why kill the bad guy 
when you can just let him get away at the end of every book 
or movie? The publishing world and Hollywood have 
become one-trick ponies, haven't they?” I asked, 
considering his comment. "I bet they're already writing 
scripts about Carnyx and imagining the members as angsty, 
vaping teens looking for love while learning to use their 
computer and consumer powers to battle bad guys and 
order pizza using stolen credit card numbers,” I said with a 
laugh as I imagined the TV version of "Carnyx”. 

"Good grief, you're right, someone, somewhere, right now 
is developing a TV series based on what's happening. Now 
that's a sad thought,” said the Captain. 

"It is, isn't it?” I asked, falling down his rabbit hole and 
imagining the delightful things the Wick Burners would have 
to say about such a series. 

"Carnyx isn't kids,” said Leroy from his perch on a stool in 
the corner. 

I met his eyes and smiled as the Captain asked him to run 
down and get more coffee. 



He hopped off the stool and walked to the door of the 
bridge, maintaining eye contact with me the entire time. 

You're one cocky cowboy, I thought as he disappeared 
along the wall. 

A quick check using the Thought Stone confirmed my 
suspicions - he didn't know anything for sure, but he 
strongly suspected I was tied to Carnyx just by virtue of my 
out-of-the-ordinary transport across the channel. She could 
have taken the regular ferry They're running one or two 
trips today from the look of things. Mow'd she get someone 
to hook her up with a ride on our tub? She's not CIA, MI6, or 
Interpol - those rustlers keep to themselves and she's 
Chatty Cathy, he grumbled to himself trying to suss out who 
I was as he went for the coffee. 

I smiled at his observations, assumptions, and general no 
fucks given attitude and made a mental note to introduce 
him to Lexie someday... Sure, because when you're done 
playing rebel resistance fighter, matchmaker is the obvious 
next career move, I chuckled in my own head. 

“Damn!" said the Captain, breaking the silence. “It's like 
I thought. There's no one here to tie us up." 

“I got this. Cap," said Leroy rejoining us with a carafe of 
coffee. 

“You've got what, Leroy, the ability to fly?" said the 
Captain, picking up the mic for the ship-to-shore radio and 
squinting at the docks hoping to see signs of life. 

“Dover. This is the Doolittle Raider. Anyone working 
today?" he asked over the radio. 

"Doolittle Raider, this is Dover. What the hell are you 
doing here? It's just Dottie and me keeping an eye on 
things. There's no one here to dock you, much less unload 
you!" 

“Jeffrey, is that you?" asked the Captain. 

“Aye, it's me, Cyril. I ask again, what the hell are you 
doing here?" 

“I had a ship full of cargo for England. Wasn't doing any 
good in France. Plus, Natasha is here - I wasn't going to sit 



on the continent while she's here." 

"Fat lot of good it's going to do, bringing cargo over here 
with no one to unload it!" 

"Well, we'll just have a read of the manifest and see 
what's what once I dock." 

"And how are you going to manage that, may I ask? You 
expect Dottie and I are up for that? We've got two good legs 
and a single good arm between the two of us!" 

"Exactly how old are Dottie and Jeffrey," I whispered to 
Leroy. 

"Oh, about a hundred and fifty, but don't let them fool 
you, they're made from granite and stubborn as old Toyotas 
- they'll never break," said Leroy heading for the door. 
"They just don't move very fast...Cap, just get me close, I 
can get down there. Though I am gonna need someone to 
throw me ropes once I'm on the dock," he said, looking at 
me. 

"Stop teasing her, Leroy! Go get Hardy and Chester to 
give you a hand." 

Leroy flew out the door as the Captain said, "That boy! 
He's a good kid, but he thinks he's invincible!" 

"Jeffrey, we're coming in. Leroy's got a plan," said 
Captain Cyril with exasperation in his voice. 

"Oh fer fuck's sake! He's not going to..." 

"Yeah, he is..." 

"That boy doesn't have the sense God gave a lamp post! 
Okay, well, head for Pier 13, there's a load of grain there that 
ought to do the trick." 

"Thanks, Jeffrey, see you in a little bit. Over and Out." 

"Steady as she goes, Cyril. Over and out." 

Oh great, now I've got that song stuck In my head for the 
rest of the day, I thought to myself as I wondered what the 
hell was about to happen. 

It didn't take long to find out. 

Captain Cyril navigated to the correct pier and as he 
approached, I saw Leroy sprint across the deck holding a 



thick, twisted tie-down rope. As he ran across the deck and 
jumped over the edge of the ship I heard him holler his 
name with gusto - Yeah, he's seen the video, I smiled to 
myself at the same time my heart froze in horror and I 
dashed out the door to see if he was okay. 

By the time I got to the side of the ship, Leroy was already 
on the ground, having landed on sacks of grain piled on the 
pier just a few feet below the deck from which he'd leapt. 
He was tying up the line to a cleat and two men I took to be 
Hardy and Chester were standing amidships and at the stern 
waiting to throw him lines for other cleats. 

I spied two people making their way towards Leroy from 
an office trailer. One was using a cane, the other a walker... 
Dottie and Jeffrey, I presume? 

An hour later, Luka and I were unloaded, Leroy had been 
hugged and sufficiently chastised for giving poor Dottie a 
heart attack, and the Captain was on the phone with the 
tenth name on his manifest trying to arrange delivery of his 
cargo. 

I sat in Luka watching the little diorama, wondering if I'd 
ever get to introduce Leroy to Lexie or learn more about 
Dottie and Jeffrey and Cyril when a car pulled up, well not 
Just a car, a sleeper of a Mini that filled my eyes with car 
lust. She was one of the pre-2001 body styles, but, if I had 
to guess, had been rebuilt and modified much like Luka. To 
the untrained eyes and ears she looked and sounded 
normal, but I could see and hear the tweeks to wheels, 
brakes, and exhaust that asked. You want a piece of me? 

A woman, bearing the unpretentious elegance of a 
confident, kind soul, climbed out from behind the driver's 
seat and waved to Dottie and Jeffrey. “He still on board?" 
she hollered at them. 

“Yes, he's up there," replied Dottie. “Tell him we'll be 
back in the office if he needs us," she said wheeling her 
walker in a U-turn. 



“Natasha,” I whispered to myself as I turned over Luka's 
engine. 

As I pulled away I looked in my rearview mirror and saw 
her watching me. I found myself hoping that one day 
Captain Cyril and Leroy would bring along Natasha and take 
me up on the offer I'd made them of a good meal at the pub 
- / bet they're Carnyx material, I thought as I made my way 
to the port exit. 

By 7:30 a.m. I was at Daisy's and reunited with Jesse and 
the dogs. We agreed we'd leave Kurt's wagon with Daisy 
and head home in Luka to wait out the next few days, but 
first I needed some sleep and some tea. 

"How much longer can these ticks hold on?” I asked Daisy 
and Jesse in exasperation as they fed me tea and toast 
smeared with chocolate hazelnut spread as the news readers 
in the background discussed the fact we were entering day 
two of a transportation and services shutdown wrought by 
Carnyx. 

"Until we burn them off?” asked Jesse. 

"They sure as heck aren't going to ever get full and fall 
off on their own, are they?” asked Daisy. "They'll just keep 
sucking us dry until they explode or we die. They have no 
self-control and no sense of having enough - they just want 
more and more!” 

"You want to know what they're saying?” I asked 
sheepishly. 

Jesse looked at my Hexensteine and did the math. Daisy 
just spat out, "Duh!” 

I wiped my chocolatey, crumb-freckled fingers on a 
napkin and touched the Thought Stone. My head filled with 
the sounds of rage. I started repeating verbatim what Trottel 
was hollering in some room of what I assumed was the 
residence. 

"I want to sign an Executive Order that commands every 
governor to order their cities and counties to make police 
drag people out of their homes and force them to go to 



work! Drag the children to school and arrest the parents for 
keeping them at home! I want anyone who isn't paying their 
bills to go to jail! Get my Senators on the phone, I want laws 
on my desk by lunch that make it illegal to wear masks! 
Ever! I want anyone without license plates on their cars 
arrested. I don't care if they're in their homes, on the 
freeway, or in a parking lot! If people refuse to be tracked, 
they need to be in jail!" 

"He's off his rocker," said Daisy. 

"Now someone is telling him that police can't drag people 
from their homes without cause, without warrants, and that 
it's not illegal to not go to work. Someone else is explaining 
that not many schools are in session right now and that even 
if it was after Labor Day when all schools are back in session 
- no one can force teachers to show up, so dragging children 
from their homes to empty classrooms would be a bad idea." 

"Right, like the dragging the kids out of their homes 
would be fine, but putting them in empty schools is the 
problem," said Jesse with an eye roll. 

"The same person is trying to tell him that arrest for non¬ 
payment of bills is virtually unheard of and that even if 
police officers could be convinced to follow orders to that 
effect, there would not be enough officers to get it done and 
nowhere to put all the arrestees. Now someone is trying to 
explain how bad this would look on TV - adults dragged from 
their homes and ordered to go to work, children dragged to 
empty schools against parents' wishes, arrests for what right 
now are just late payments for credit cards, leases, and 
mortgages...But Trottel isn't having it, he's screaming he 
wants it done! He wants the military personnel who 
remained on duty, the ones who are loyal to him to, be 
ordered to do what the police and sheriffs won't. He wants 
to send tanks and troop carriers into neighborhoods and 
have soldiers pull people from their homes and make them 
go back to work." 

"Holy fak!" said Daisy. "You've got to tell Max all of this." 



“I'll tell her, but the problem is, I have no proof. It's not 
like I can record what I hear with this thing,'' I said, jangling 
my bracelet. 

“Wouldn't that be nice," said Jesse. “Imagine if the public 
could hear all ofTrottel's rants for themselves." 

“What makes me crazy is that there is a significant 
fraction of the population, people like, let's say, your 
mother, who would be just fine with his behavior. Even if I 
could record it, if I put it out there, it would just embolden 
the worst of the worst to commit heinous acts. That's the 
problem with Trottel and his band of thugs, and even the 
British Prime Minister and his supporters - it's become 
acceptable to be so vile, so unethical, so corrupt." 

“I think you mean the UK Prime Minister," said Daisy, 
gently schooling the Yank on the proper label for her 
country. 

“No, I mean British. That knob only represents the 
majority of Wales and England - he and his Brexit goons 
have got minimal support in Scotland and Northern Ireland. 

I doubt those two countries would call him their Prime 
Minister any more than I'd ever call Trottel my President," I 
replied trying not to sound bitchy. 

“Too true," she said chuckling. “Regardless, you should 
tell Max what you know. The more information she has, the 
better she can strategize." 

“Alright, I'll let her know. Jeeze, can you imagine the 
images of law enforcement and soldiers dragging people 
from their homes and forcing them to go to work? This guy 
is nasty and stupid - and yet there are Americans who would 
actually vote for him after he ordered something like that! I 
just can't," I said getting up from the table. “I'm gonna go 
freshen up, let Max know what we just found out, and then 
we can head home, Jess. You good with driving? I'm beat." 

“Sure. I'll get Luka set up for the dogs and we can leave 
as soon as you're ready," he replied. 

“You're all welcome to stay as long as you want," said 
Daisy letting the dogs out into the back yard. “You really 



don't have to run off," she said almost wistfully. 

"We've got to get back to the pub and relieve Lexie," I 
said. "I'd love nothing more than to curl up in your comfy 
guest bed and sleep for a week, but we've got to get home. 
You've welcome to come with," I said with a grin. 

"I've got to hold down the fort here," she said keeping it 
simple, but I knew she'd been tasked with keeping Oliver's 
Jinn servers humming along and supporting the Burners as 
she could. 

"Well, if you need backup we're just a phone call away 
and if you need a place to escape to, you know where we 
are," I said stretching my arms above my head and trying to 
get my old body unknotted. 

"Let's hope this knobfest ends soon. Even if Trottel and 
the PM hang on to the bitter end, the beginning of the end 
will start with the first congress members, parliament 
members, and Supreme Court justices to step down. Once 
the first domino goes, they'll all fall and this will be over," 
said Daisy as Jesse walked by with the dog hammock. 

"Have you listened in on any of the congress or 
parliament members?" asked Jesse. "Any idea if any of them 
have begun to consider resigning and siding with the 
people?" 

"I haven't, a good project for the ride home," I said 
bending over to touch my toes and stretch out my back. 

"Well, let Max and me know if you hear any indication of 
intelligent life amongst the political amoeba. It'll be good to 
know who might be considering doing the right thing - we 
can support them behind the scenes and Carnyx can 
promote them for being the least rank of the cesspool 
creatures." 

"Cesspool Creatures, the 21^^ Century reboot of Cabbage 
Patch Dolls!" I said, throwing my hands in the air in 
exasperation and walking down the hall towards the 
bathroom to the tinkling sound of Daisy's laugh. 





I woke up a couple hours into our ten-hour drive home. 

“Sleep well?" asked Jesse, turning down the podcast he'd 
had droning on in the background. 

“I'll sleep better tonight, in my own bed," I replied turning 
to look at the dogs. 

“They're fine for now, we can stop in a couple of hours for 
lunch and a pit stop." 

“Works for me. Any news from the world?" I asked, not 
really caring because I knew it was unlikely anyone from any 
government had resigned. 

“Nope. Nothing. The media is on overdrive trying to fill 
airtime and columns with theories about what cory/c/happen 
or who might quit first or what Trottel has up his sleeve, but 
it's all just noise." 

“This is the slowest game of chicken ever recorded. 
Trottel, the great deal maker, thinks he's got half the voters 
in his court, the bozo in England thinks he's got the 
referendum supporters on his side and meanwhile the 
economy has basically ground to a halt - but it's all fine as 
long as the Boomers keep getting their Social Security 
checks and free diabetes shoes from Medicare. I think Max 
is going to have to rip off the first aid tape and shut down 
the Social Security Department," I said pausing for a drink 
from my trusty sippy cup. 

“Yeah, that's going to end not well," said Jesse. 

“Oh hell, those entitled Boomers who support Trottel 
already hate Carnyx. Cutting off their welfare checks isn't 
going to affect us. Those ignoramuses think it's fine that the 
government has been spying on them and allowing 
corporations to sell their personal files to scam artists and 
foreign governments. Fifty percent of Boomers think Trottel 
can do no wrong. He could take a steaming, runny dump in 
their living rooms and they'd donate to his reelection 
campaign." 

“What about the half of the Boomers who don't like him? 
You really want them pissed at Carnyx?" 



“I really don't care. The fifty percent of Boomers who 
don't like him, still elected him either directly because of the 
whole, “I hate her more" argument, or by default because 
they went to the casino instead of voting. And don't get me 
started on the decades they've spent creating this ENTIRE 
FUBARed SNAFU! They rich ones directly destroyed 
education, environmental protections, foreign relations, 
health care, and corporate oversight and made so much 
money doing it, they should be barred from receiving Social 
Security! The middle-class Boomers who sat on the 
sidelines getting drunk and yelling at football games on TV 
while it happened. I feel bad for the poorest of the Boomers 
who are getting screwed out of their union pensions and 
only get a few hundred in Social Security because of the low 
wages they earned in mines and on manufacturing floors - 
but their lot in life can only get better if we win, it sure as 
hell won't get better with the politicians they keep electing 
over and over who keep sacrificing them to their campaign- 
contributing buddies. The rich and middle-class Boomers 
want to hate Carnyx for cutting off their Social Security 
checks so they can't go buy booze, smokes, medications to 
treat their bodies abused by decades of excess, and over¬ 
priced coffee from some chain? Fine by me! The people 
who think Trottel is the Messiah are really going to have to 
have a coming-to-Jesus talk with reality. He's done nothing 
since he's been in office but golf, campaign for 2020, screw 
over farmers and bail them out with taxpayer money, fail to 
prevent tens of thousands of layoffs, and make us the 
laughing stock of the world. It's a gamble I think we should 
take. We can't keep doing the same thing, being led by the 
same people, and expect anything to change. Plus, there is 
the chance some of them could finally wake up from their 
Prozac laced cocktail stupor and direct their ire where it 
really belongs - Trottel, Congress, the Prime Ministers, 
Parliaments, and other leaders who have done all the dirty 
work and have been proven to have lied, cheated, and sold 
out their citizens for power and secret bank accounts. When 



they stop getting their checks, it's equally possible they 
demand everyone resign just so Carnyx fires up the printing 
presses again." 

"Do they still print Social Security checks?" asked Jesse. 

"That's what you took from that?" I asked, rolling my 
eyes. 

"I'm just sayin', doesn't everything get done 
electronically these days?" 

"Yeah, yeah, the great lords of auto deposit and online 
everything have annexed Social Security into their kingdom. 
Do you know how many jobs have been eliminated because 
of computerized crap? Government employees, bank 
employees, retail employees, travel agents - they've lost 
tens of thousands of jobs. There aren't jobs for kids in high 
school or college anymore, because everything went to 
software - and it all sucks! Customer service in the 
government sector is a joke, as is accountability - fraud is 
through the roof and no one cares...the stories about DMV 
employees getting paid off for IDs, Medicare fraud, bribes, 
and kickbacks are legion, all because too few people are 
minding the store and because the ones who are, are 
expected to live on poverty wages in areas they can't afford 
because they're being gentrified by "journalists" and 
software writers, which makes the temptation of graft 
irresistible. Then there's the added insult - the fact that 
none of the third-party software providers who create things 
like "gig economy" apps, payment processing systems, 
application parsing, and document management systems 
that lead to people losing their jobs and homes, have any 
reason to provide a safe, secure, private transaction 
environment. They're gonna get paid no matter how many 
people's data gets stolen and no matter how many people 
lose their jobs and have to work a "gig economy" job, just to 
keep bread and peanut butter in the kitchen for their kids! 
No one is saving money banking online - banks provide 
fewer and fewer human-powered services, yet fees are 
through the roof! No one is saving money planning travel 



online - it costs more to travel now that it ever has because 
middlemen are still taking their cuts and airlines are 
charging billions in extra fees, all while service everywhere 
bites the big one! Don't get me started on the eBook scam 
we were all sold on in 2008 - Get your whole library digitally 
and save money! Except, oh wait, digital books cost just as 
much, if not more than, paper copies, because PROFITS! 
Online retailers treat their underpaid warehouse workers like 
robots and expect their delivery people to be independent 
contractors. They spin it like it's all great - the gig 
economy! Set your own hours, be your own boss! Except, 
oh wait, you have to pay all your own expenses including 
transportation, taxes, and health insurance and there's no 
workman's comp if you get hurt, AND oh by the way, be 
where we tell you to be when we tell you to be there and get 
all the work done in a very small window of time or we dock 
your pay or don't give you future jobs because we've got 
lots of other desperate people looking for work since we ran 
book stores, electronics stores, and department stores too 
slow to pivot, out of business!" 

"That's fair," said Jesse looking like a scolded puppy. 

"Oh, give it a rest. I'm not going to feel bad for getting 
pissy with you! I'm tired, fed up, and hungry!" 

"Well let's stop and do something about one of those 
things," he said suddenly pulling over into a parking lot we 
were about to pass. 

"There's nowhere to eat here, especially with the dogs," I 
said looking around and getting more annoyed. 

"Not to worry. Wife. I have this all under control," he said 
shutting down Luka's engine and setting her hand brake. 

As he opened the driver's side door, the dogs perked up 
and peeked out their respective windows to see where we'd 
stopped and what excitement might be awaiting them. 

I got out of the car and stretched in the early afternoon 
sun as Jesse opened the hatch and pulled out a small soft- 
sided cooler. "A gift from Daisy," he said holding it over his 
head by its handle. "She's a mind reader, that one. She 



said you'd need a fix before too long," he said shutting the 
hatch and walking towards me. 

We freed the dogs from the car and walked to a bench in 
a tiny neighborhood park. 

PB&J sandwiches, chips - well, technically cr/sps since we 
were in England, and homemade chocolate chip cookies for 
us and peanut butter cookies for Pixie and Cowboy. 

We ate in silence in first. There was nothing left to say. 
We both knew that if something didn't give soon, we were 
done. We'd find as much happiness as we possibly could 
while spending the rest of our lives working at The Tree and 
wondering what could have been if only people had opened 
their eyes to the way they were being abused, the bleak 
future that existed for their descendants, and refused to 
accept it any longer. 

"Why do you think no one in la casa blanca goes public 
with what really goes on in that place? I mean I know Max 
has a source who did, but that was just one person, there 
must be thousands who see and hear what goes on in there 

- why don't they speak up? They can't all be bootlickers, 
can they?" I asked around a crispy, salty, gorgeous potato 
crisp. 

"I'm going to say fear. For some reason people think the 
President, any President for that matter, is omnipotent. Our 
society has brainwashed people to think that politicians are 
gods who can't be challenged or exposed as frauds except 
by other politicians. Citizens don't trust the intelligence 
community, the police, attorneys general, or any other 
government lawyer or judge for that matter..." 

"Can you blame them?" I interrupted. 

"No. I mean, they have shot themselves in the feet by 
not holding themselves to the highest standards of 
professional ethics and insisting on protecting really bad 
members of their communities, but that's only half the story 

- the politicians like making them the scapegoats for shitty 
oversight and ambiguous laws and just plain bad leadership 
from congress and the White House. And of course, there's 



the media, most of whom are so busy chasing drama they 
wouldn't know a modern-day Pentagon Papers or Watergate 
story if it bit them in the ass. Citizens don't have anyone to 
trust anymore. They don't trust the FBI to hold people 
accountable or Congress to keep the White House in check, 
they don't trust the media to keep everyone honest. They 
know the lawyers and judges are all working overtime to 
bend the laws to the breaking point to protect politicians 
and executives. The politicians - from cities to states to the 
federal level, have created this universe of fear that has 
paralyzed ninety-five percent of our country, of the UK, of 
dozens of countries; and they're doing it to squeeze us all 
with their fists. People make flippant comparisons to Nazi 
Germany, but they don't realize how right they are. The 
incessant surveillance; pitting men against women, whites 
against Blacks and Hispanics, religions against religions, 
generations against generations...it's all straight from 
Hitler's text book of suspicion and hate and blame. Hitler's 
solution was blame, shame, and murder until he was the last 
one standing. He made everyone afraid of speaking their 
minds. Who does that sound like to you?" he asked, 
popping a cookie chunk into his mouth. 

"Trottel and every other dictator in the history books?" I 
queried. 

"Better to be feared than loved," he replied. 

"Except it's just not. It's not better for the citizens and 
it's not better for your long-term survival - well, unless you 
shut your country off from the world and keep your citizens 
so ignorant they actually believe you are the almighty, then 
you might be able to rule by fear for the entirety of your life. 
Not so great for your people, but hey, who cares about them, 
right?" 

"That's basically the long and short of it. Solutions are 
hard, especially in a country like ours where we're so divided 
and angry. Politicians, for the most part, are dumber than 
navel lint and total pussies. They couldn't do real work if 
their lives depended on it so they do what caesars, kings. 



and other gang leaders have done for millennia - they make 
fear their business and talk in circles to confuse people and 
make themselves look busy and important.” 

”Oh my DOG, can you picture any member of our 
congress working in a coal mine or on an auto assembly line 
or in a classroom of forty first graders? Do you think one of 
their candy asses would run into a burning building or into a 
school being shot up by a lunatic?” I asked, shaking my 
head. 

”How about trash collector or port-a-potty cleaner? Or a 
librarian at an inner-city library who spends his or her entire 
shift dealing with mentally disturbed and drunk homeless 
people camped out in the stacks because they have no 
place else to go?” added Jesse. 

"You know what, I want real people in Congress and the 
White House. People who have lived and know what a real 
job is, what fiscal responsibility really means, what sacrifice 
is all about. Enough of this, "I'm a lawyer who spent five 
minutes pushing papers in uniform.” crap! Give me a 
sergeant who really knows what war is over some PoliSci 
major who sat behind a desk on a base in Germany. That 
sergeant is going to do everything he or she can to keep 
soldiers from dying, while the desk jockey will just send toy 
soldiers off to protect oil fields for his boss's buddies. Give 
me a mother who has actually raised her kids - fought with 
doctors, teachers, principals, and school secretaries to keep 
her kid safe from bad medicine, bullies, and pedo-teachers; 
who has driven a car full of kids on field trips, taught her kid 
to drive, and explained sex, dental health, and how to cook, 
sew, reconcile a check book, change a tire, jump start a car, 
and use duct tape, WD-40, and a Swiss Army knife to solve 
any problem. These women who hire entire staffs to raise 
their kids, clean their homes, and cook all their meals so 
they can go play corporate Barbie and get feminism awards 
from fucking Gloria Steinem can bite me!” 

"Tell me how you really feel,” Jesse said, draping his arms 
over the back of the bench, stretching out his legs, and 



closing his eyes. 

“Eat a bag!" 

“I just did. Two in fact," he said using his head to indicate 
the two empty crisp bags on the bench between us. 

“You want to walk back to Scotland?" I asked in my scary, 
calm mom voice that I always imagined sounded a bit like 
the weirding way of the witches from Dune. 

“Ma'am, no Ma'am," he said sitting up at attention and 
saluting. 

“Then help me clean this up. Private Dingus, and let's go 
home." 

“Ma'am, yes Ma'am," he said with a grin. 

We took the dogs for a little walk and loaded up the car. 



Chapter L 


August 9, 2017 

The Family Tree 

Oban, Scotland 

Wee hours of the morning 

Jesse and Cowboy were snoring on either side of my head. 
One was in bed one side of me, the other on his bed on the 
floor on the other side. How can you two be sleeping? I 
wondered. Well, I know how you can, I thought looking at 
Cowboy's shape under a blanket on his bed, but you, I 
thought looking at my husband, how can you seriously be 
sleeping when the world Is vibrating with so much 
frustration? 

I couldn't take the stereo snoring or the churning of my 
thoughts anymore so I slid out of the covers, got dressed, 
brushed my teeth and hair in the dark, and opened the 
bedroom door to sneak downstairs for tea and the 
distraction of work. 

As I opened the door I heard the flapping of ears as Pixie 
stood and shook off the night. 

"Come on, Pix," I whispered beneath the snores. 

I put on the kettle and stepped outside with Pixie. The 
sky was black and dusted with stars behind me, but faded 
into cobalt blue and the pink, yellow, and orange hues of 
peach skin as it approached the western horizon. I thought I 
caught a whiff of California fall on the breeze - the smell of 
dry desert air mixed with fallen leaves...probably just 
wishful thinking, or guilt. I realized I felt bad hunkered down 
here in the relative safety of remote Scotland while my own 
country was fighting for its life against mindless pathogens 
that only lived multiply and consume resources. 

I heard the whistle of the kettle and called to Pixie who 
rambled out from behind the fire pit. "Come on Pix. 



Cookie!” I said to get her butt moving. 

Her ears shot up and her tail became a blur of happiness 
before sprinting over to the steps that led into the kitchen. 

Cleaned up from her morning business and biscuit in her 
teeth, she walked through the open doors into the dining 
room and plopped down on the bed in front of the fire place. 

As I poured water over my tea bag, I heard footsteps and 
the clicking of Cowboy's nails on the dining room floor. 
Jesse, Lexie appeared in the kitchen while Cowboy remained 
at the fireplace bed, barking his objection to Pixie having a 
cookie while he did not. 

"Cowboy, come on, let's go outside,” called Lexie. 

Cowboy gave one last bark of disgust and trotted into the 
kitchen and out the back door onto the patio. 

"I think Pixie left a present behind the fireplace, can you 
check while you're out with Cowboy?” I asked Lexie. 

"Sure,” she said, grabbing two poo bags from the roll on a 
peg next to the pegs that held their halters and leashes. 

Jesse made his usual toast, apple slices, and orange juice 
breakfast and I spooned some vanilla yogurt over a sliced 
banana to have with my tea. 

"Can you believe it's been forty-eight hours since we were 
in Germany?” I asked tossing the banana peel in the 
compost bucket. 

"I can't believe anything anymore,” Jesse replied walking 
to the table with his plate and glass of juice. "Being here at 
the pub just makes it all seem even more unreal since it's 
like a bubble caught between worlds. We're not part of 
what's going on in the US, but we are. We're not part of 
what's going on in London, or Edinburgh, or Glasgow, or 
Manchester - but we are. The whole thing is unreal.” 

"I counted, it's been thirty-eight days since July 3^^. Over 
a MONTH since those Carnyx people,” I said allowing my 
surveillance paranoia to choose my words, "went public and 
exposed the existence of the creepy-as-fuck files on all of us, 
and the fact that the people who mined all the data, bought 
all the files, hid their money and douchery in foreign LLCs, 



avoided taxes, and oh yeah, demanded taxpayer funded 
bailouts to whitewash their corruption using the argument 
they needed the bailouts to “save jobs" but turned right 
around and laid people off to protect their own bonuses and 
share values all while being able to prevent files from being 
created on themselves and their friends and families. It's 
been weeks since Carnyx shut down credit bureaus, stock 
trading, revenue collection, and since people started pulling 
their money from banks. Surely people have to realize how 
inept the politicians are, how they've been so busy with 
their payola conga line that they've let companies create a 
new generation of opioid and tobacco addicts, shepherd in a 
resurgence of childhood and sexually transmitted diseases, 
and open the floodgates of corporate pollution of our soil, 
water, and air?" I said, filling my mouth with yogurt and 
banana to keep from vomiting more frustration. 

“Politicians really are useless. They do absolutely no 
things'. They get elected and immediately start 
campaigning for a different office or to keep the one they 
have. The only thing they're actually good at is making 
themselves look like they're doing something. The shit hits 
the fan, it's cops, fire fighters, medically trained people, 
engineers, teachers, farmers, truckers, sanitation workers, 
and mechanics who are going to save us - not a bunch of 
sleezy lawyers who think having the power to talk their way 
out of a DUI while getting their knob polished by a prostitute 
is a job benefit!" said Jesse before guzzling half his OJ. 

“I'm looking forward to seeing what today brings," said 
Lexie from the door where she was cleaning up Cowboy. “If 
Carnyx keeps transport shut down, things are going to get 
real. All those people who support the regime will be pissed 
they were lied to about Carnyx being captured and pissed 
that they can't get to their jobs, vacation homes, and liquor 
stores! All those retirees in Florida are going to lose their 
minds. Trottel's got two kinds of supporters - old rich white 
people and poor people. I kinda feel bad for the poor people 
because they got played. They were so sick of lies and 



arrogance from Democrats they were willing to look past 
Trottel's obnoxious bravado and absolute ineptitude and 
elect him just to get some sort of change. For them it was 
like setting their house on fire just to distract from an 
incessant toothache - it doesn't fix the toothache, and it 
creates more problems, but it's distracting for a time and 
gives the brain something else to fixate on," she said 
popping two pieces of bread into the toaster and closing up 
the loaf bag. "But those rich old white jerks? They really 
take the cake. They don't care one bit that people are 
suffering, they only care about themselves and that nothing 
interferes with their tee times and cruises to Hawaii. They 
won't engage in this whole shitshow until it directly impacts 
them and the only thing they care about are their welfare 
benefits and investment portfolios," she said pulling out a 
plate, a knife, and butter. "They figure Trottel will fix this 
and their retirement accounts will be back up and running in 
a few weeks once the stock market is turned back on - and 
it'll be better than ever because Trottel will have cleaned 
house and assassinated Carnyx. Someone will have to take 
away their welfare benefits before they start caring, because 
that's the only thing they're living on right now. If they 
don't get their $2K a month Social Security and their cheap 
cocktail of sleeping pills, anti-depressants, blood pressure 
medication, cholesterol lowerers, insulin, and pee-pee pills, 
they're going to march on Washington and Trottel will be 
forced to act because they are the only people he listens to - 
well, besides those two Southern Senators who pull his 
strings and actually run the country," she said mid-toast 
buttering, throwing her hands up in the air and flinging 
butter from her knife in exasperation. "I bet his next move 
will have to be rolling out tanks and firing up drones to 
terrorize American neighborhoods into going back to work 
and turning over Carnyx members. He doesn't have any 
other choice. He won't ever quit." 

"Yeah, there's probably enough military who didn't Strike 
still on duty who will carry out his orders in large enough 



numbers to scare the carp out of a lot of suburban families,” 
I said as the image of her prediction came into focus in my 
mind. 

"Nothing we can do about it,” said Jesse getting up from 
the table with his empty dishes. 

"Ain't that the truth!” I said, following his lead. "I think 
that's the part that makes me craziest - we see the 
problems, but we're completely powerless to fix them or 
change anything. Is it any wonder everyone's on 
antidepressants, booze, and any other drug they can get 
their hands on? Happy people don't need to medicate 
themselves into oblivion, they just wake up every day like a 
child or an animal - ready to take on the world and find 
adventure in every experience,” I said, washing my bowl. 
"We had a good run from about 1945 to the '80s, then it all 
started going to shit because there's something in human 
DNA that just makes people want to dominate and destroy 
everyone else,” I continued, starting the kettle again. "Why 
can't we ever be content to build things, learn things, and 
explore without taking things that don't belong to us? Land, 
people, trinkets, lives...we think we're entitled to take things 
that don't belong to us because someone invented a god 
and claimed he or she ordained it or because we just feel 
superior as a result of brainwashing?” I asked, pulling a tub 
of napkin-rolled utensils from a shelf. "The Europeans and 
their American, Canadian, & Australian descendants are a 
vile bunch of colonizing pillagers, but it's kind of universal 
human behavior to be a jerk! Native Americans attacked 
each other, Africans captured fellow Africans and sold them 
to slave traders, the Indians are no better than their former 
British overlords when it comes to the myth of blue-blooded 
aristocrats being any better than kitchen maids...There are 
literally thousands of years of historical evidence of humans 
being greedy, violent, entitled pricks. It's like we've been 
selectively breeding for assholes. Our priorities are all out of 
whack - we worship the people magazines tell us are 
attractive, smart, and powerful, but who treat us like dirt 



and then we make babies with them; meanwhile kind, 
intelligent, shy people don't get laid because their body 
type doesn't meet the standards of some bitter old fashion- 
house corpse or because they didn't have a parent who 
could buy them a place at an elite university. Our species is 
never going to evolve past where we are now because we're 
too dumb to see through the marketing strategy we live in," 
I said shoving open the door with my much-larger-than-a- 
size-2 butt and walking into the dining room. 

We were pretty busy for a Wednesday breakfast and 
lunch. Everyone seemed to want to get out of their houses 
and visit with their neighbors to get a sense of, I don't know, 
what others were thinking? Not being alone? Security? The 
smell of anticipation - a mix of colognes and perfumes, 
deodorant, and mouthwash combined with the scents of a 
pub in the morning - toast, coffee, Earl Grey, scrambled 
eggs, fried tomatoes, orange juice, warm dog, and the 
omnipresent clash of dish soap and stale alcohol, that 
hugged everyone like an old friend. You could tell people 
were torn between wanting something to happen and not 
wanting anything to change because change petrified them. 
They knew that to heal they'd have to remove the diseased 
limbs poisoning the body, but they feared learning to walk 
without the appendages they'd always had and were so 
familiar with - it was a process and they were working 
through it. 

My little unit of family and friends had had longer to 
prepare for a future devoid of gangrenous, lecherous 
succubi. We'd already come to the realization that 
politicians don't actually DO anything. We'd watched Trottel 
do nothing but play golf, hold rallies, burn the Constitution, 
and piss off every other nation in the world for nearly a year 
and had come to the conclusion that having NO President 
was preferable to having a spoiled illiterate running the 
show. A couple months without a President, a Prime 
Minister, a Congress, a Parliament, or a few Supreme Courts 



would be a welcome change - especially since we had a list 
of well-qualified people to keep government agencies up 
and running as interim leaders of agencies tasked with 
monitoring food and drug supplies, enforcing environmental 
laws, handling national law enforcement agencies, and 
keeping the nations secure during our political reboot. State 
and other sovereign governments would chug along as usual 
and, I was sure, be purged of rot all in good time. I hoped 
the rest of the world was doing what my customers seemed 
to be doing - pulling the wool from their own eyes and 
getting serious about taking back their lives. 

Comfort food was the order of business. Jesse was 
cleaning up the dining room after the bulk of the lunch 
crowd had drifted off and chatting with the few stragglers 
sitting at the bar sipping their drinks and musing about 
what might be around the corner. Lexie was off on a house 
call to check in on a pup who'd recently been spayed and 
her owner who'd recently sprained an ankle. I was in the 
kitchen happily simmering in a savory haze of sauteing 
onions and celery, half of which was going into stuffing and 
the other half into a soup. Sourdough rolls were browning in 
the oven while carrots, celery tops, herbs, and spices were 
bubbling away in a huge pot of water slowing condensing 
into soup stock. The Eagles sang Witchy Woman from my 
iPod resting on a speaker dock as I stirred my concoctions 
and potions. 

For a few minutes I was so lost in the work and music, I 
actually forgot the world was wearing the juice - my latest 
synonym? Synophrase? Synoterm? Whatever...My latest way 
of saying, “making stupids." It had recently come to my 
attention that one McArthur Wheeler had robbed two 
Pittsburgh banks in April of 1995 and was disbelieving and 
indignant when police showed up at his door to question 
him after having identified him from video footage on bank 
security cameras. “But I wore the juice!" he'd exclaimed. 
Vexed by his response the officers inquired as to what the 



actual fak he was talking about, to which he responded, in 
all seriousness, something to the effect of, 'Lemon juice is 
used as invisible ink so I applied it to my face so I'd be 
invisible to the cameras!' From the moment I read the story, 
"But I wore the juice" echoed in my head every time I heard 
a Trottel supporter rail on and on about how him being so 
smart, such a great business man, and his plans to make 
America #1. "But I wore the juice" echoed in my head every 
time I read a story about someone who crashed their car 
because they were watching a movie while driving or texting 
or driving like physics didn't apply to them. The people who 
don't know what they don't know are legion and they're why 
we can't have nice things. 

I'd just given in and fully relaxed into my temporary 
blissful ignorance when I heard a notification on my phone 
sitting on the table across the room. I knew the sound, it 
was a notice in Jinn. 

The iPod changed to Voices Carry by 'Til Tuesday as I 
picked up the phone. I opened the app as I walked back to 
my saute pan. It was a message from Max: 

Source says US Congress members and UK 

Pariiament 

members banding together to resign and to force 
Trottei and PM to do 

same. But can't do w/out giving too much power 
to remaining members, Trottei, etc. Fiuid 
situation. Poiitics as usuai. 

Be ready to post ieadership iist. 

"Well that's helpful," I said to the phone screen as I hit 
the lock button. 

"What's helpful," inquired Jesse, walking in with a bus tub 
of dirty dishes. 

"See for yourself," I said handing him my phone. 

He set down the tub and unlocked the phone with the 
passcode. His finger hovered over the 1001 Nights app and 



he raised his eyebrows to get confirmation. 

I nodded as I shut off the heat under the onions and 
celery that had gone glassy and slightly brown around the 
edges in the olive oil and butter mix in which they'd been 
sizzling. 

“Well that's helpful," he said. 

“Yeah. I don't even know what to do with that, but I'm 
not going to worry about it tonight. Tonight, we've got 
dinner service and quality time with our bed on the 
schedule." 

“You got f/7af right," he said grinning like a teenager. 

“Oh good grief, is that all you think about?" 

“Nope, I think about bread too," he said grabbing a roll 
off the tray I'd just pulled from the oven. 

I rolled my eyes as he juggled the ember-hot roll between 
two hands to keep from burning himself. 

“What do you think she meant by the bit about being 
unable to do it without giving too much power to remaining 
members?" I asked, moving the rest of the rolls to a cooling 
rack. 

“Not a clue, Man. Not a one. You'd think there would be 
rules about a minimum number needed to run things and if 
it falls below that number things shut down. Maybe they're 
trying to get consensus on leaving together so the number 
left triggers a shut down?" 

“We really should have paid better attention to this stuff 
in high school. Did they cover this in high school? You're a 
college graduate, educate you ignorant wife!" I said. 

“The only thing I remember from college is my login for 
the university computers I used to play games. I wouldn't 
know a dangling participle from a valance number, much 
less remember the intricacies of Robert's Rules of Order and 
how they pertain to quorums." 

“You know who would know? Ed!" 

“Grandpa Ed?" Jesse asked. 

“Yup. He knew all kinds of stuff like this. Rules, politics, 
corporate machinations. I'll ask him after dinner." 



“You know," said Jesse. “You could also check in on some 
of the people involved in this process and see what the hell 
is going on for yourself." 

“How?...Oh, I see what you mean," I said, it dawning on 
me he was referring to the Orb pieces upstairs in my dresser. 
“I guess I do have the ability to learn enough about them to 
reach out to them," I said seeing where he was going with 
his suggestion. I could have kicked myself! All the data the 
Burners had compiled on the rich, the powerful, and the 
corrupt. All those files I'd sent out in July detailing the 
intimate lives of the people who'd digitally raped all of us for 
ten years while hiding their own lives from scrutiny had 
been uploaded to multiple servers in multiple countries 
thanks to enterprising internet users. It didn't take much 
these days to find out where the politicians; executives of 
social media companies, banks, credit bureaus, real estate 
investment organizations, churches, car manufacturing 
companies, and the like all lived & vacationed, what cars 
they and their nannies drove, where their kids went to 
school, where they banked, with whom they cheated on 
their spouses, who all their doctors were, and exactly how 
much they spent on food, booze, and drugs on any given 
day. Plus, images of these people were part of all the files so 
it would be a breeze to put together a profile strong enough 
to use the Thought Stone and Scrying Silver to track them 
and eavesdrop on their private thoughts and conversations. 
“Looks like that fancy college education paid off, Smarty 
Pants," I said, as he smugly tore into his roll and buttered it. 

By the time out last customer left and the last dish was 
washed and the counters all scrubbed clean, I was beat. But 
I still wanted to know what the hell was going on with 
Congress. What were they waiting for and where were they 
in the planning? I compromised with my exhausted self and 
decided to check in with Grandpa Ed tonight and leave 
eavesdropping on Senators and House Reps for after 
breakfast the next day. 



Jesse sat next to me in bed trying to read a book while he 
listened to my one-sided conversation with Grandpa Ed. I 
knew it made him nuts he couldn't use the Orb pieces, but 
hey, he didn't have to deal with hellish limbo of 
perimenopause and he'd never had to carry or give birth to 
a child, so I wasn't feeling too bad about it at the moment. 

Jesse and I had secured the bedroom by hiding away any 
devices that could be even remotely associated with modern 
communication so I felt safe in telling Grandpa what I knew 
about what had been going on in world politics and my part 
in it. 

“My word, Laura! That all sounds very dangerous. Are 
you sure you're safe?" 

“Safe as anyone is these days," I said with a shrug. 

“Well, to answer your question, I think the congress 
members are worried about leaving behind a quorum that 
could protect TrotteI and continue to run the country." 

“How is that even possible?" 

“It works like this...To vote there needs to be a quorum, a 
minimum number of congress members, present. There is a 
quorum if a majority of members of either house are present, 
but the number of members is affected by resignations, 
deaths, or removals. If you've got 435 members of the 
House of Representatives, then you'd need 218 to show up 
for a quorum. But if 200 members resign, there are 235 
members and you only need 118 for a quorum. If all the 
Democrats resign, you hand the entire House to the GOP 
and they have a quorum by default. It could probably be 
legally argued that two or more congress members is a 
quorum for purposes of voting if they are the only ones still 
in office. It's never been tested before, but as far as I recall, 
those are the rules. A majority of members equals a quorum 
and the majority of that quorum controls the outcome of a 
vote. I believe the only way to ensure Congress doesn't end 
up controlled by a couple of Representatives and a couple of 
Senators until a special election is held or governors can get 
replacements appointed, is for everyone to resign en masse 



- but therein lies the rub, our Houses of Congress have 
always been heavy with ham-fisted, cement-headed 
narcissists. Trying to get people like that to put aside their 
personal aspirations, ego, and ingrained suspicion of each 
other for the good of the country and her citizens is like 
asking the Pope to come clean about the Catholic church's 
role in the Holocaust, giving relocation aid to Nazis, and 
profiting off the death of Jews by way of insurance policies 
and taking looted property in trade - won't happen without 
people having the scruples and chutzpah to lead the way. 
Scruples and chutzpah had been severely lacking in 
America and Europe for decades before I died, and it doesn't 
seem like things have gotten better since." 

"No. My guess is things have gotten worse," I said with a 
sigh recalling the days of glasnost, perestroika, the 
reunification of Berlin, Planned Parenthood being about 
affordable healthcare and safe sex instead of all abortion all 
the time, and the simple pleasure of John Hughes movies. 
"I'm going to hit the rack. Grandpa," I said, suddenly more 
tired than I could ever remember being. 

"I understand. Honey. Let's talk again soon," he said. 

I let go of the connection and set the necklace on my 
nightstand. 

"So, what's the poop?" asked Jesse. 

"Bottom line? We're screwed!" 

"Oh good." 

"Resignations, deaths, and removals change the number 
of congress members needed for a quorum. If 300 people 
resign and there are 135 left in the House, half plus one is all 
that's needed for a quorum. 68 people could vote and then 
simple majority or 2/3rds, depending on the requirements, 
would decide the outcome. In the Senate, 95 people could 
resign and as long as three showed up a quorum would be 
achieved and those three could vote on laws, confirmations, 
etc. It's completely retarded. I guess the Founding Fatheads 
and the Supremes of Yore never foresaw an instance where 
more than one or two congress members at a time might 



quit or die so they never made a plan for dealing with it. It 
does beg the question about the whole State of the Union 
address and the one guy who gets picked to hang out at the 
White House while everyone else is packed into the House 
chamber. Some random Cabinet member no one elected 
gets to be President and hold shit together until we can 
have a new election and refill Congress? One guy is going 
to plan a response to whatever disaster wiped out the entire 
line of succession and most or all of Congress? Or do we 
assume some congress members stayed home from the 
State of the Union and that Cabinet Boy is now Prez while 
the seven people who took a pass on the SOTU circle jerk 
are the entirety of the Legislative Branch?” 

”lt's pretty crazy when you think about it that way,” said 
Jesse closing his book and setting it on the night stand. 

"Especially given the caliber of the current Cabinet and 
the majority of the congress members. Christ, it's going to 
take someone with endless patience and carbon fiber 
huevos to right this ship. The damage Trottel has done to 
policy, interpretation of law, international relations, 
domestic confidence...every minute congress continues to 
enable him by turning a blind eye to his scorched earth 
strategy just to protect their own little empires is going to 
take months of hard work to repair. I can't even imagine 
how this is going to play out,” I said, shutting off the light on 
my nightstand and starting into the darkness of the room. 
"It seems like some members really want to listen to the 
Strikers and just clear out, but if they do they hand more 
and more power to Trottel. It's like they have to stay in the 
game to protect the integrity of the board, but staying in the 
game means they all keep playing their crooked game. 
What's it going to take for the people to be heard? You'd 
think half the country refusing to work, pay bills, buy much 
of anything, attend school, on and on and on, would 
motivate these alleged "leaders” to take a look in the mirror 
and to a little self-assessment, but noooooo, not these 
people...they can do no wrong, everything is someone else's 



fault,” I said pulling the covers over my head. "Just wake me 
when this is all over. I quit!” 

Jesse just chuckled and rolled over to go to sleep. 

"What's so funny, Chuckles?” I asked, annoyed. 

"You'll never quit. You don't know how!” 

"Eat a wagon of Richards!” I said and yanked the covers 
off of him. "You don't know my truth!” 

"Oh, I know your truth,” he said pulling the duvet back 
over to his side. "You'll keep fighting until they break or you 
do. My money is on you. They're a bunch of pussies. Five 
minutes of real work would have them crying like the spoiled 
toddlers they are. Trottel couldn't find his way out of a shoe 
box, congress members think political maneuvering that 
blocks anything from getting done is clever and worthwhile 
work. Supreme Court justices think finding ways to interpret 
the law to suit their biases and bigotry is God's work...it's all 
a joke. None of them does anything of value. They don't 
help people without expectation of favors, they don't work 
to make the world a better place by cleaning up messes, 
they don't prioritize people over profits, they don't care 
about the environment, animals, or making sure there's a 
future for our grandkids. They're greedy, selfish, and lame. 
You're none of those things.” 

"Oh shut up and go to sleep, you're gonna make me all 
unmad and you know I can't go be a badass if I go all soft,” I 
said. 

"Yes, Dear,” he said through a smile. 


August 10^^, 2017 
The Family Tree 
Butt crack of dawn 

Between the wonky hormone fluctuations of a nearly fifty- 
year-old reproductive system and the skullduggery afoot in 
the world, sleep was my nemesis. Night sweats, technicolor 
stress dreams, and an unexplained obligation to wake up for 



no reason at 3:30 a.m., made a good night's sleep elusive 
unless I'd gotten in a good heart-pumping work out the day 
before. So, jumping jacks and squats and windmill toe 
touches were number one on the agenda this morning - I 
couldn't afford to get mush brain from lack of sleep! 

The patio outside the kitchen was a perfect place. Quiet, 
private, with cool, clean morning air to fill my lungs. 

Thirty minutes later I found Jesse and the dogs coming 
into the kitchen as I walked in from the patio. 

I poured a tall glass of water, chugged it down and told 
Jesse I'd be right back after a quick rinse off and clothing 
change. 

“No problem. I'll just let these two out and start some 
water for your tea," he said, opening the back door the for 
the dogs. 

Fifteen minutes later I was back in the kitchen ready to 
take on the day. Normally I left The Orb pieces in our room 
while working the pub, but I decided I'd check in with 
Congress and Parliament over breakfast, so I'd worn the 
Hexensteine bracelet and brought down my laptop. 

A specific wiki had been set up to handle all the files the 
Wick Burners had compiled and Carnyx had shared. Since 
Max's distribution system had only sent a few files to every 
individual, the only way for all of them to be accessible to 
everyone was for there to be a central repository hosted on 
servers throughout the world so no one nation or 
organization or individual could demand a file be removed. 
Its official title was The Depository Wiki, but colloquially it 
was referred to as Douchebag Wiki. 

I booted up the computer as Jesse brought me a steaming 
cup of tea and my usual yogurt and banana. 

“Nothing like the smell of D-bag Wiki in the morning," he 
said, guessing where I was heading. 

“Yeah, and the stench just gets stronger everyday as 
more files get uploaded," I said as he checked on the dogs 
through the kitchen window. “I'm gonna give it a go on the 



few people I know enough about to connect with without 
needing the files and see where that gets us, then if I need 
to use the depository for more info I'll be ready," I said as he 
joined me at the table with his toast, OJ, and apple slices. 

Jesse cracked open his book as I set the bracelet down on 
the table and touched the Thought Stone with my left hand 
while spooning a bite of fruit-covered yogurt into my mouth 
with my right. 

The Speaker of the House was first on my list. First of all, 

I knew enough about her to use The Orb Stones without 
researching her, and two, she was, for all intents and 
purposes, the leader of the Blue Team...if anyone was going 
to know what the hell was going on it would be her. The 
only thing I didn't know was where she was - if she was 
home in California, it'd be 10 p.m. her time, but if she was in 
D.C., it'd be 1 a.m., and reasonably, she could have been 
anywhere in between. 

Timing, fate, karma, whatever must have been on my side 
because I caught her in California in a room of congress 
members. They seemed to be in a corporate conference 
room, I caught something from the sea of thoughts flooding 
my brain about it being a law firm. That makes sense, I 
thought. 

Nearest I could tell there were twenty-five to thirty of 
them. As the Speaker interacted with the individuals I could 
pick up on their names and create a list of attendees so I'd 
know who to look up on the Depo. I grabbed a note pad and 
pen from the counter under the landline phone next to the 
back door and started writing down names. I recognized 
most of them as Democrat House Reps and Senators, but a 
couple names I'd never heard - Not surprising when 
Congress is 535 members strong! Is it any wonder they 
never get a bloody thing done? Two people trying to decide 
what to have for dinner in the middle of a grocery store is 
nigh on impossible - imagine 535 trying to agree on 
anything, especially when their motivations are as complex 
as keeping both their constituents AND their donors happy 



while also meeting with lobbyists and reporters and foreign 
leaders who all want favors and information. 

“Order! ORDER!" said the Speaker thudding a book on 
the glossy mahogany table. “PEOPLE!" she shouted. 

I couldn't hear the noise in the room, but her mind 
calmed so I gathered they'd all started to quiet down. 

“By my count there are 75 Senators ready to step down 
and 289 House Reps. Do any of you have anything to add to 
that," she said pressing a button that opened a panel in the 
wall to expose a white board. 

It seemed no one had anything to add to those numbers 
so she continued. 

“We all know the problem before us. We can't resign until 
we are sure we won't give the Houses to Trottel. We need 
assurances, if we can get them, from all fifty governors that 
they won't try to appoint replacement Senators. We need to 
decide if we're going down with the ship or if we're going to 
try to retain some political capital with the voters by 
showing we're listening to them. Those of us who resign 
now will have a better chance of being re-elected if we can 
earn some good will with the Strikers. I believe anyone who 
remains will suffer the ire of the Strikers. There is a chance 
we can outlast this. There is a chance the Strikers will be 
broken and forced back to work, school, etc. But with each 
day this Carnyx organization holds transportation hostage 
and supports the Strikers, we lose more and more of our hold 
over voters and their children. We can't stay indifferent, we 
have to pick a side while it's still our choice to do so. I'm 
concerned that the more Trottel is backed into a corner, the 
more vicious and unpredictable he's going to get. If he 
launches military-style operations on US soil to try to force 
Strikers to go back to work and school and we're still sitting 
in Congress, we're done for. No one will vote for us because 
they will see how impotent we truly are, we'll never get the 
smell of teargas, gun power, and blood off of us. We need 
ideas to form a strategy. We either resign and leave the 
Congress in the hands of the few who remain and hope they 



get burned, or we stay on and try to convince 99 Senators to 
resign and 434 House Reps to quit,” she said, tossing a 
capped dry-erase marker on the table and sitting down. 

Someone rose to speak and I pulled the name from the 
Speaker's mind. It was a name I knew. I pulled the 
information on him from my own brain and used it to reach 
out to his. 

"Madam Speaker, if I may. I'd like to share some 
information that has come to my attention. As you all know, 

I was an intelligence analyst before becoming a politician. 
That position afforded me friendships with many people 
from many walks of life. I have a source, I obviously can't 
say who or from where I know them, but suffice it to say, I 
trust them with my life and do not doubt for a moment their 
information is reliable. That said, I have two items to share. 
One, there is a trove of documents proving Trottel has 
conspired to trade information, favors, and money for 
information, business agreements, and favors he intends to 
use to enrich himself, use in his re-election campaign, and 
settle old vendettas. He has quite literally promised 
financial aid and trade agreements to certain leaders in 
exchange for their intelligence services providing fake 
investigative reports on political opponents and 
assassination services to be used against people on social 
media whom he feels abuse him. These documents are 
going to be in the hands of Carnyx soon...” 

He paused for some reason so I flipped over to the 
Speaker whose brain was swirling in chaos. 

He must have paused as they all grappled with THAT 
notion, I thought to myself while also thinking. What 
documents????? This Is news to me! 

He continued, "Now I know the response from the White 
House and Trottel's most fervent supporters will be, "Fake 
News!”, they'll claim the documents are fake and that 
nothing like the allegations Carnyx will make when they 
share the documents could possibly be true. But we all 
know, there are ways to verify the veracity of such 




documents. We all have contacts in foreign governments 
and agencies we can use to ask for substantiation of the 
allegations. And let's face it, even without outside 
verification, we know what this President and his sycophants 
are capable of - when you see these documents, you won't 
want to believe the depths of his corruption...but you will. 
The second item I feel compelled to share is this: Trottel is, 
in fact, as you so astutely predicted, planning to send what 
forces he can muster into American neighborhoods to 
intimidate, arrest, and in his words, “Drag them kicking and 
screaming back to their fucking jobs!" Not only that, he has 
civilian volunteers who will be planted in the neighborhoods 
who have been ordered to attack said forces with rocks, 
bottles, and the like, giving Trottel legal cause to declare it 
justifiable to fire on families in their own homes." 

He paused to give his audience time to absorb his words, 
then he continued. “I am resigning effective immediately. 
My office will release a statement to the press as soon as I 
text them. I'm going home to my community to join the 
Strikers there and stand with them when tanks roll past 
elementary schools and park on people's lawns. When 
Carnyx releases the documents and information regarding 
Trottel's plans to use the remaining soldiers who will follow 
his orders to force civilians back to work, as well as his plans 
to create the illusion of civilians attacking them to incite 
chaos and justify a violent response, I will qo public to verify 
the truth of the matter to the best of my knowledge. And I 
w///tell everyone who will listen that I warned all of you," he 
said making eye contact with every person in the room. 
“You can all remain and wear the blood of innocent people or 
you can get ahead of this. This is bigger than insignificant 
things like party loyalty, political chess, and your stupid 
book deals! This is about the bedrock of America and 
humanity. Too many civilians, intelligence community 
members, and soldiers have died to create and protect this 
country. I will not stand by and let this corrupt creature 
we've created, this thing called government, murder 



civilians just to continue to squeeze them for power and 
money.” 

He pulled an envelope from the breast pocket of his suit, 
walked towards the Speaker, set it on the table in front of 
her, and left the room. I stayed with him as he walked to the 
elevator, rode down to the parking garage, and got in his 
car. He was a blender of emotions - fear, relief, pride, anger, 
and a sense of freedom swirled around in his head in a 
jumble of thoughts. 

I flipped back to the conference room and lasered in on 
the Speaker. Her voice was silent, but her brain was 
churning. She was examining all her options and the 
outcome of each move. Her brain was turning the segments 
of a Rubik's Cube of decision at the speed of thought. It 
settled on one option, the only solution she could live with. 
She pulled a legal pad from her briefcase sitting on the floor 
next to her and picked up a pen from the table. She wrote 
furiously, ripped the paper from the pad, set it on top of the 
envelope she'd been handed, popped the pad and pen into 
her briefcase, snapped it closed, picked it up, and left the 
room. 

I'd watched through her eyes so I knew what everyone 
else in the room was reading. The Speaker of the House had 
just resigned. The days of scheming, manipulating, and 
lying were over. A line had been drawn. It was time for a 
reckoning. There were only two sides - Americans and 
Traitors, everything else was just bullshit. 

I stayed with her down to her car. Decades of politics had 
taken their toll on her soul, but something had pierced the 
dark cynical cloak that she'd wrapped herself in to protect 
herself from the vitriol and evil that oozed from the halls of 
every building in Washington D.C. A thought had occurred 
to her as she played with her mental Rubik's Cube. She 
recalled her younger cousin, who frustrated by not being 
able to solve it, resorted to peeling off the stickers and 
replacing them to make it appear she'd solved it. It doesn't 
have to be this way! We don't have to keep playing the 



game. We can change the rules, change the players, and 
reset the board. But first, we're going to have to flip the 
whole blasted table!!!! She settled into her car, called her 
communications director, and told him to release a 
statement to the press and on social media that she'd just 
resigned effective immediately and was joining the Strikers. 

“Holy SHIT!!!" I said, feeling my eyes widen until I was 
sure my eyebrows were in my scalp. 

“What?" he said alarmed. 

“It's happening! It's actually happening!!!'' 

“What is? What's...They're quitting?" he asked in utter 
disbelief. 

“Two just did!" I said fulling grasping his fight with 
acceptance of something you hope for but never really 
believe will happen. “I've got to message Max," I said 
getting up to go upstairs and get my phone. “Bring in the 
dogs and meet me upstairs," I said. “I'll explain everything, 
you can read while I type to Max." 

He was already on his feet and halfway to the back door 
before I'd finished my sentence. 

I stopped at Lexie's room and heard her moving around 
inside. I knocked. She opened the door and something in 
my expression caused her to grasp the Thought Stone on my 
wrist. She got the whole story in seconds, pulling it straight 
from my memory. 

“Holy crap!" was all she could come up with. 

“Right?" was the only thing that I could think to reply. 

I turned to head the master bedroom and she followed 
right on my heels. By the time I had the phone unlocked 
and the Jinn library open, Jesse and the dogs appeared. I 
messaged Max and she replied immediately that of course 
she was available for a Thought Stone session. I used the 
Stone to explain everything I'd learned. She confirmed that 
she had in fact received the documents in question and had 
been in the process of creating a thumb drive she would be 
sending me. She was trying to conceal the source of the 



documents from me, but details bubbled into her thoughts 
as she spoke of the person. I could make out an image of his 
face and a few vague details. I got the impression he was a 
CIA agent and something about a book store, but I didn't 
want to probe too deeply - it seemed rude and unnecessary. 

I'll need you to release these documents as Carnyx, she 
was saying. And release the list of interim leaders. Can you 
do that? 

Of course, I replied, aware Jesse and Lexie were watching 
this silent conversation and impatiently wondering what was 
going on. 

The documents will be delivered to you this morning. 
Please release them this evening, your time. One, the cover 
of darkness will help protect you, but also, we want to give 
Congress and the members of the various Parliaments a 
chance to do the right thing because it will put pressure on 
other members to do the same and end this peacefully 
before Trottel has a chance to mobilize law enforcement, the 
military, and his civilian agitators. This is going to spread 
like wildfire during a Santa Ana in October. Let's say we 
give them untii midnight your time before we release the 
documents. And when you do, be sure to explain that the 
US Congress knew of this by 10 p.m. on August 9^^ so that 
it's dear who chose to endorse Trottel's plans by remaining 
in Congress and standing by him. 

Okay. Wiil do. Anything / need to know about who wiil be 
deiivering the thumb drive today? 

I'm not sure who it will be yet, but suffice it to say, they'il 
know you so not to worry. Aiso, they'li provide you with a 
few more one-use phones. 

Sounds festive! Okay, I better go so I can teii my famiiy 
what's going on before their heads pop off from anticipation 
and so we can get breakfast prep done. 

Just a normal day in the neighborhood, said Max with 
what I was sure was a smile on her lips. 



I gave Jesse and Lexie the download of what I knew and 
we threw ourselves into the breakfast rush with an eye out 
for my mysterious delivery person. 

As it turned out, the delivery was made by none other 
than Alasdair and Clementine who came in for a late 
breakfast and a visit. 

“Hey you two!" I said approaching their table with my 
order pad and pen at the ready. 

“Hey yourself," said Clementine digging through her 
purse perched on one of her signature lavender pastry boxes 
tied with silver ribbon. She pulled out her reading glasses 
case, removed the glasses and asked, “How was your trip to 
the continent?" as she slid them on. 

“Fun. It was great to see Cassie and go exploring all the 
old roots. How have you guys been?" 

“Busy. But so are you, I see," she said looking around. 
“We'll have to get caught up when things slow down," she 
said picking up the menu. “You ready to order AM?" she 
asked over her reading glasses. 

“Aye. I'll take the special, over easy." he said. 

“Same for me. Love, but scrambled," said Clem, setting 
her menu over the top of his. 

“If you guys don't have anything important to do later, 
you should stick around. We can catch up after the rush," I 
said picking up the menus. 

“I've got something to show you," she said, patting the 
side of the pastry box. “We'll hang out until you've got 
time," she said with a look that led me to believe she'd 
invented some new flaky concoction I'd quickly become 
addicted to. 

“Perfect. Be back in a mo' with your orders," I said and 
headed straight for the kitchen. 

St:*** 


The next ninety minutes passed like I'd jumped into a 
time machine and jumped ahead. It was a blur of full plates. 



empty plates, and orders scribbled on tiny order pads. 

There was one regular at the bar savoring his oatmeal 
and tea while watching some soccer, er, football movie Jesse 
had put on in lieu of news, because the news just seemed to 
curdle everyone's cream and made for grumpy customers. 

Lexie had been called to check in on a litter of kittens 
born overnight so I was cleaning up the dining room alone 
while Jesse was in the kitchen getting caught up on clean up 
in there. 

As I bussed the last two tables, I called over to 
Clementine and Alasdair and told them to meet me in the 
kitchen with her new creations. 

I caught them exchange a look that confused me, like I'd 
said something funny or something. 

“Okay you two, what gives?" I asked walking into the 
kitchen with the full bus tub. 

“What do ye mean. Lass?" asked AM like an impish school 
boy. 

“I mean THAT! You're acting like you've invented 
chocolate or like I'm missing an inside joke," I said, setting 
the tub down by the sink. 

“Who's got an inside joke?" asked Jesse coming in from 
the patio with his own tub of dirty dishes. 

“These two. They're up to something fishy," I said 
crossing my arms and staring them down. 

“We're just excited to be playing 007," said Alasdair 
sheepishly. 

“Say what now?" I asked. 

“Here," said Clementine handing me the carefully 
wrapped lavender box. 

I looked at her then at Alasdair and raised it up to listen 
to it, “Well, it's not ticking. I guess that's something," I said 
setting it on the table and pulling at the silver bow. 

I lifted the lid and saw nothing but tiny eclairs, tarts, and 
coconut macaroons. “I think you guys have 007 confused 
with Julia Child." 



Clementine laughed and pulled up the top layer of treats 
with little ribbon loops on each side of the tray. Underneath 
lay a package, a padded envelope with a drawing of the logo 
for The Family Tree in permanent marker on the front. “What 
the...???" I asked, confused. 

“That's what I said when I found it in my flour order at 4 
a.m. My delivery guy, Javi, wheeled in my usual order, I 
checked the bags and signed the delivery form. I walked 
him out back to his truck so I could lock the back door 
behind him and when I got back to the pantry, that 
envelope on top. It was obvious it was for you and I'm 
guessing Javi left it because no one else was in the shop. He 
must have slipped it on top while I was signing papers on his 
clipboard," explained Clementine. 

“She called me all in a state. I couldn't get an 
explanation out of her on the phone so I ran right over and 
we hatched a plan to get it to you without anyone else 
seeing it," said Alasdair quite proudly. 

“Your subterfuge is brilliant," I said. “And I'm keeping the 
treats!" I said popping a macaroon lightly drizzled in 
chocolate in my mouth. “So, what's in the envelope?" I 
asked. 

“We don't know! We didn't open it!" they said in unison. 

Jesse reached in and lifted it out. “We'll I'm going to 
guess it's not gold or currency. “Not heavy enough and not 
flexible at all," he said massaging the package and weighing 
it in his hands while walking over to grab a pair of scissors 
from a pen jar under the phone by the back door. 

Jesse slit open the package, reached in his hand and 
pulled out three iPhone 4s phones individually wrapped in 
bubble wrap, a dongle that would allow a USB drive to be 
connected to the phones' charging ports, and a plastic loaf 
of bread that looked like it had started life as a fridge 
magnet. 

“What in the hell am I lookin' at?" asked AM, completely 
confused. 

“My next assignment," I said with a wink. 



Over the next hour, we put our friends to work helping us 
prep salad and sandwich fixings while we got them caught 
up on what we knew. 

“I just can't even process this! He's really going to send 
in tanks? Into neighborhoods??? And he's going to try to 
spark a Civil War by having his own plants attack the 
tanks?" said Alasdair in total disbelief. 

"That's the long and short of it," I replied. 

"How does he think this is going to play out? Does he 
really think Americans will just accept this? Does he think 
the rest of the world won't see this and rank him up there 
with the worst of dictators?" asked Clementine. 

"Therein lies the root of all of this. Americans, Europeans, 
Canadians, Australians - all these "civilized" people - have 
allowed themselves to be turned back into serfs and peons. 
Of course he thinks they'll accept this - or at least the 
majority will, because that's what they've done for decades 
now. We've normalized being a selfish prick. Think about it 
- rather than band together and Strike for better pay and 
employee status, most rideshare drivers opted to stay on the 
roads and take advantage of demand pricing caused by 
fewer drivers taking calls. They decided that an extra 
couple of hundred bucks one day was better than working as 
a group with their fellow drivers to ensure better pay and 
protections for the life of their career. Everything is a get- 
rich-quick scheme, an on-demand show, a next day 
delivery...as long as people think this show of force from the 
White House is going to get their lives back to "normal", 
they'll turn a blind how to the horror of how it's done. What 
they don't realize is that it's the system that's totally FUBAR. 
The system the politicians and executives have designed 
and fostered demands 6es[)erate people who will accept any 
crumb given to them. They are incapable of stepping back 
and saying, "Hey, hang on a second, if we work together to 
demand better pay and better rights, if we self-regulate to 
keep thousands of smarmy politicians from gaining power, a 



million crap books from hitting the e-book stores, a billion 
videos hitting social media sites, and so many dairy and 
grain farmers from driving down prices and polluting the 
water - maybe we could all earn a damn living! One person 
has success at something and everyone decides to rush out 
and do the same thing in hopes of getting rich quick. As a 
species, we really aren't very creative," I said while washing 
and drying lettuce leaves in a giant spinner. 

"Yeah, there are like a hundred creative people a 
generation, and everyone else just copies them and hopes 
to make it big. But let's not forget the just plain-old blind 
obedience," chimed in Jesse. "People don't stand up and 
say, "Hang on, this is crap. No law of physics says things 
have to be like THIS!" I've seen it here in the UK and all 
over America. We all just accept that there are two sets of 
laws - one for rich people and one for everyone else. 
Farmers in Iowa, Nebraska, everywhere, are getting hosed by 
Trottel's trade policies and the climate changing - what they 
can grow around floods and droughts isn't being bought by 
foreign countries and gas companies because politicians are 
having a game of chicken over tariffs and sucking up to big 
oil. Farmers have to keep getting bailed out with huge 
trucks full of tax money. But ask them about who they'd 
vote for and it's always REPUBLICANS! They won't consider 
a Democrat. Ask them who they'll vote for in 2020 and 
they'll say, "We're not happy with him, but we'll vote for 
Trottel because we'll never vote for a Democrat!" 

"It's the same here with Conservatives and Labour - it's 
like their daddies told them how to vote and they never go 
against daddy, they never think for themselves. If you ask 
them why they hate someone or a particular law or policy, 
they can't tell you anything other than some slogan they 
saw on a bus," said Clementine. 

"What really blows is that even if they all started thinking 
for themselves, we'd still have the problem of our countries 
offering up the absolute worst of our citizens for leadership 
roles. Democrat, Republican, Tory, Labour, they're all the 



same. Slightly different on some aspects of feminism, but 
mostly they're just made of scum," I said, slicing tomatoes. 
"But bottom line is, there will be some people who will never 
change their minds and always support Trottel and his 
puppet masters no matter how bad things get, they're just 
that bitter and hope that by doing so they can ride his 
coattails to wealth like rideshare drivers hoping to cash in 
while their compatriots are off the roads striking for better 
wages and rights. Stupid and short sighted, it's in the damn 
DNA!" 

"You don't think the PM will roll out the military in 
London, do you?" Clementine asked the room. 

"Honestly, it wouldn't surprise me. The way Trottel bullies 
and commands the leaders in other countries and their 
willingness to take orders from him is mind boggling. I don't 
know what they're all thinking. Maybe it's because we're at 
a point where a cabal of bigots have risen to power at the 
same time in America, the UK, Australia, etcetera, and they 
think if they band together they can bring down the 
leadership in Germany, France, Belgium, Canada, and other 
more balanced nations. It's like World War 3 but without 
bombs in oiyrcountries - instead they're using Afghanistan, 
Iraq, Iran, Saudi Arabia, Syria, and Israel as proxies. We're at 
war without being af war and war makes them all very rich 
and lets them take away rights they wouldn't normally be 
able to touch under the guise of National Security. All the 
PM needs to say is Strikers are a threat to national security 
and he can justify sending in the military. If he gets wind of 
Trottel doing it, he'll jump on board because he assumes 
there's power in numbers. He thinks he can just say, "Well, 
had to be done, those Americans were getting rather 
belligerent so to keep the calm here, I've decided to 
preempt any problems by rolling tanks and flame throwers 
into the streets of Manchester." 

"People are going to lose their shit if either or both or 
more do this," said Jesse. 



“I'm hoping the people remain cool. If they don't rise to 
the bait, they win. Which reminds me, I've got to ask - do 
either of you have paper maps of Scotland? Like street 
maps? Going online isn't an option,'' I said turning to look at 
Alasdair and Clementine from inside the huge double-door 
fridge where I was looking for my tubs of hummus. 

“Actually, I think I do," said Clementine sounding 
surprised at herself. “My dad always bought maps. I've got 
boxes of them in the attic. We'll go grab them and bring 
them back after lunch, say 3 o'clock?" 

“Sounds perfect. I'll put you guys back to work propping 
for dinner," I said with a smile, setting the tubs of hummus 
on the counter. 

“You better watch it or we'll unionize and demand 
unlimited whisky as payment," said Alasdair with a wink as 
he followed Clementine out the back door. 

“I happen to know you're the one lightweight in the 
whole of Scottish history - you'll be curled up with Pixie and 
Cowboy after one double, I think I can afford your terms," I 
said with my own wink and shut the door behind him. 

After they left I went upstairs, stowed the package 
Clementine and Alasdair had brought me, and contacted 
Max via the Thought Stone. 

I got the package, Max. 

Oh good. Its password is Rose421Valland. You know the 
drill. Plug it in, enter the password to unlock the drive, then 
attach the images to a post. Eject the drive and do your 
usual cleanup. If you can swing it, I think you should post 
Just these images and save the list of interim leaders for 
another day depending on how this plays out. 

Yeah. I can do that. 

Be careful. 

Always. 

Lunchtime was charged with anticipation. It wasn't just 
me. I could feel it in the air outside and it condensed in the 



dining room. Everyone was strung tightly waiting for 
something to give, something had to give. Anxiety, 
excitement, caffeine, frustration, incredulity, hope...they all 
mixed together and resulting concoction infected all of us. 

The news reported stories and showed images from 
earlier in the week of empty grocery store shelves and 
truckers offloading their trailers directly to the communities 
while a hodge-podge of law enforcement, military, and 
motor cycle club members controlled rioting and scum 
trying to create black markets. There were images of trash 
piling up in American and UK cities outside the doors of the 
poshest addresses and nastiest corporations as sanitation 
workers selectively joined the Strike. There were even 
rumors that Strikers were dumping their own trash in front of 
some of the most offensive citizens' homes and businesses 
to build up the mini dumps faster. Corporate bigwigs and 
celebrities - used to getting what they want, when they 
want it, and for a discount, called up their buddies at local 
news stations to whine that plumbers and HVAC technicians 
weren't taking their calls or were prioritizing nobodies over 
them. It almost made one want to dig out one's tiny violin 
and play a sad tune for the beleaguered as they told of their 
struggles - being down to only five toilets is truly a 
hardship! But the urge to resin that tiny bow was allayed by 
a story from a reporter who had dragged her cameraman out 
to show the dedicated Striking soldiers who patrolled 
sensitive infrastructure like water and power plants to 
support the employees who stayed on the job, serving the 
communities. 

Airports were nearly ghost towns while airline executives 
whined about the costs of flying near empty planes to 
transport the few passengers who were still flying. Their 
pleas only led to incessant mockery on social media - lots of 
memes about lords of the skies having their wings clipped 
and their failure to learn the moral of the story of Daedalus 
and Icarus. 



Food shortages were becoming a very real danger as 
workers in food manufacturing continued to Strike. But it 
was also reported that truckers were appearing in box store 
parking lots handing out donations from farmers who kept 
working specifically to support the Strikers, hoping the end 
result would finally clean up the mess in Washington and 
give them a future doing what they loved. Soldiers and 
veterans showed up to help with crowd control and 
distribution. 

Medications were disappearing into the black market 
instead of making it to hospitals, doctor's offices, and the 
pharmacies that could find staff to remain open because too 
few people were working the docks or at drug companies to 
properly monitor theft. But there were rumors that dock 
workers and veteran-filled motor cycle clubs were organizing 
with truckers to clear the areas of criminals and make sure 
important things like medications, diapers, formula, and 
certain foods moved freely about the country. 

And in a twist I hadn't seen coming. Social Security 
checks had stopped flowing. Someone decided it was time 
to hit the Boomers where it hurt - in the only area they cared 
about. No one could get them to care about the future of 
the environment, education, or the economy. They didn't 
care if Trottel burned the whole place down and their 
children and grandchildren lived in caves eating crickets so 
long as they kept getting their welfare benefits. I later 
found out that Burners, Boomers themselves, had had 
enough of their lazy, ignorant, selfish peers and used 
Hummingbird and a few friends on the inside to delete the 
Social Security databases - all of them, even the ones stored 
on air-gapped drives in secret bases buried deep in 
mountains. Well, almost all of them - they had one master 
copy they'd use to restore the system if and when they felt 
like it. 

All the while, people resisted. They wore their masks 
everywhere they went. They wore everything from surgical 
masks and sunglasses to Halloween masks to heavy stage 



makeup for those who felt like beating Trottel at his own 
game - painting your face to look like Cher or an anime 
character got the job done and didn't count as a mask, so no 
one could hassle you. They removed altogether or 
exchanged license plates with friends and neighbors. Some 
people looked forward to confrontations with city or county 
law enforcement who tried to enforce a no mask Executive 
Order written by a spoiled brat - they bragged on social 
media how they couldn't wait to take the battle all the way 
to the Supreme Court, and lawyers lined up to represent 
them. 

City workers, the ones who still showed up for work that 
is, fought a losing battle against nighttime vandals who shot 
paint at surveillance cameras and used drones to pull power 
and transmission wires from them. Over and over, angry 
citizens broke into cable, telephone, and power boxes 
planted along city streets and cut the wires. More and more 
Strikers took to tailgating in public areas where they could 
watch the watchers as they put it. Even before Carnyx had 
released files on internet moguls, politicians, and fusion 
center locations; a quick search of the internet could reveal 
the locations of FBI offices, intelligence bases in Europe, and 
corporate headquarters of companies that profited off 
tracking people. Motivated to search out locations and 
armed with hundreds of addresses. Strikers, armed with 
cameras and social media accounts, continued to stake out 
corporate headquarters, satellite offices, intelligence 
buildings, and personal homes of The Watchers. They 
shared the faces, license plates, and cars including their 
identifying features like stickers, license plate frames, and 
graduation tassels hanging from rearview mirrors with the 
world. Along with their images, they posted comments like 
“If it's good for the goose, it's good for the gander, right?" 
and “If it's in public, it's got no expectation of privacy." 
Some folks even went so far as to trail people to their homes 
and rummage through their trash sitting out on public 
streets, follow their children home from school, and show up 



at restaurants where these people who normally felt immune 
from scrutiny and laws tried to lead “normal lives", all just to 
prove the point that Karma is a bitch. 

The news stations spent twenty out of twenty-four hours 
everyday broadcasting images relating to the Strikes - the 
hardships, the camaraderie, the military angle and their 
support of the homeless and continued dedication to 
protecting America. I could only imagine how Trottel must 
have been fuming over the fact he was getting less and less 
airtime while Americans fighting back dominated the media. 

I could have known for sure, but didn't really care enough to 
go swimming in the septic tank of his thoughts to find out. 

The customers at the pub seemed to be simultaneously 
invigorated by, but also wary of, the changing currents in 
the air. It felt like something was coming, but you couldn't 
be sure, and you really couldn't be sure if you wanted it to. 
It reminded me of Florida when the air would become 
pregnant with moisture, the sky would turn slate grey, and 
the birds would go silent. You could feel the pressure build, 
your senses would scream for a release, and then it would 
come. It began with a warning - a light breeze and a few 
large plops of water falling from the sky, and then the 
lightning would crack open the sky, thunder would roar, and 
shrieking wind would shred anything in its path and drive 
projectiles of rain into windows. You knew if you survived 
the storm, the next day would be beautiful - flirty clouds on 
a cerulean blue sky, birds singing amongst shiny emerald 
leaves, and air that smelled like sundried bed sheets...but 
sometimes that knowledge wasn't enough to offset the 
anxious anticipation of the storm or the fear during the 
storm itself. If I had to guess, we were all living in the 
humid, oppressive pre-storm moment, expecting the worst 
and focusing on the post-storm possibilities. Over hearty 
soups, savory sandwiches, and room temperature beers, our 
customers buzzed with conversation that seemed to create 
an energy that threatened to explode. 



“Why don't these bawbags just resign?" exclaimed one 
man, setting his beer down a little too hard on the table as 
he watched news coverage from Westminster as politicians 
tried to play down the effects Strikers were having on the 
economy. 

"Aw gaun, ye don't expect them tae give up their posh 
life so easy, do ye? They've worked so verra hard tae make 
illiteracy, incompetence, bigotry, and dishonesty the status 
quo. Now they have things just so. They're on the Titanic, 
so no need tae panic!" said his tablemate with a guffaw at 
his own poetry eliciting a laugh from neighboring tables. 

"They all sit on their hands and do nothing, then when 
things get hackit, they flail around with dead arms like one 
of those air dancer things at petrol stations," said another 
man, standing up and offering a demonstration. 

The whole dining room erupted in laughter as he bent 
forward, backward, and side-to-side, flailing his arms wildly. 

"Shut yer gobs, ye eejits!" hollered someone from the 
bar, banging his empty beer glass on the wood to get their 
attention. 

I was in the middle of taking an order, but turned with the 
rest of the room towards the shouting voice. The room fell 
silent as we realized what he was focusing on. 

No one could hear the news reader, and the closed- 
captioning just said. Breaking News, but behind her we 
could see a graphic - AMERICAN SPEAKER OF THE HOUSE 
RESIGNS! 

I raced behind the bar and cranked up the volume. 

Breaking news from America. Their Speaker of the House 
has resigned aiong with at ieast one other member of 
Congress. Detaiis are sparse. The officiai sociai media 
accounts for both congress members direct users to officiai 
web pages where statements have been posted indicating 
they have resigned to support the Strikers. No word from 
the White House. Brian, what's the reaction at Westminster, 
asked the reader to her coworker who just moments before 



had been interviewing MPs about economic ramifications of 
UK Strikers refusing to work, shop, or attend University. 

Liz, I'm afraid no one is willing to comment. They've all 
scattered like so many cockroaches when the kitchen light is 
turned on. As you can see, I'm alone here in the foyer, he 
said as his cameraperson panned around the empty room. 

The pub erupted in cheers that brought Jesse in from the 
kitchen. He tried to digest the scene - the room suddenly 
looked and sounded like an American hoedown, but with the 
word cockroach being shouted over the din of clapping, 
stomping, and clanking of silverware on dishes and glasses. 

I stepped to the end of the bar and jabbed my thumb 
towards the TV over my shoulder. He read the graphic and 
his eyes grew huge. 

“Seriously?” he asked in total disbelief. 

”1 guess so,” I said, throwing up my hands. 

He grabbed my hand and we joined the melee in the 
dining room, our square-dance moves fitting right in with 
the reels from which they descended. 

As our party spilled out into the parking lot, shouting and 
clapping, a light breeze chilled our skin and enormous drops 
of water fell intermittently on our shoulders. 


Alasdair and Clementine let themselves in the backdoor 
and finding no one in the kitchen, they poked their heads 
into the dining room. Finding it empty too, they headed 
upstairs. 

I heard them, but I was too busy to acknowledge them. 
Jesse heard them too and met them in the sitting area 
outside our bedroom. 

”We brought the maps for Laura,” I heard Clementine say. 

“Looks like we're going to need them sooner than we 
thought,” I heard Jesse say. 

“What's going on?” asked Clem and AN in unison. 



I heard Jesse open a drawer in the secretary and knew he 
was having them put their cell phones inside before 
explaining to them what was happening. 

After the burst of lunchtime merriment, reality hit me like 
a baseball bat when I realized Trottel would have heard the 
news too, which could mean only one thing...He had to try 
to control the situation before more congress members 
resigned and joined the Strikers. His way of controlling 
things would mean unleashing his minions on Strikers. 

As our customers drifted back inside to finish their 
lunches and pay their bills, I left Jesse in charge and went 
upstairs. 

I grabbed the Hexensteine bracelet from its drawer and 
focused on Trottel. Sure enough, he was volcanic with rage. 

Get my people ready! / want them on the streets TODAY! 
This ends TODAY! I want everyone back at work, I want 
everyone back at school, I want my military back. If they 
won't go on their own, / want them dragged back. And 
someone tell congress If one more person resigns...He 
trailed off grasping for what he could do to them if they 
resigned.../'//. I'll, I'll tell the Attorney General to try them for 
mutiny! 

I broke the connection with the lunatic and shook my 
head. He thinks he's fucking Black Beard now? I thought to 
myself. 

Max, It's me. 

Right here. What's up? 

Things have changed. Someone has told Trottel that his 
plan to force people back to work and pay people to attack 
his troops has gotten out so he's upping the time table. And 
he's PISSED about the resignations by the Speaker and the 
Senator. He's waiting until 9 a.m. Pacific Time so that it's 
broad daylight and he can get as much press coverage as 
he can. He wants a spectacle. He wants a televised Civil 
War. I've got to release the documents so the Strikers know 



what's conning and so they know to stay off the streets and 
not to engage with Trottei's army 

Yes. You've got to get somewhere away from the pub as 
quickiy as possibie and post the information. How far do 
you think you can drive in thirty minutes? We need to give 
peopie the chance to get home, get inside, get off the 
streets. 

I can probabiy get fifteen miies away, aithough my 
direction is iimited uniess I take a boat. Do you oniy want 
me to reiease the documents? Not the iist of ieaders? 

Correct. Just the documents. This is about protecting the 
peopie in immediate danger. The iist of ieaders can come 
iater. 

Okay, I'm outta here. 

Good luck. 

I didn't have time to explain everything to Jesse, 
Clementine, Alasdair, and Lexie so I used the Thought Stone 
to tell Clementine and asked her to tell them. She explained 
to the boys while I grabbed a disposable phone, the adapter 
dongle, and the thumb drive secreted in the tiny plastic loaf 
of bread and stuffed them my messenger bag. Since the old 
iPhones hadn't arrived in any sort of protective sleeve, I had 
to assume they'd been programmed to work however Max 
and the Burners wanted them to and that I didn't need to 
fear any sort of signal leaking from the phone while it was 
off. I turned off my personal phone, zipped it in a Faraday 
pouch, and shoved it in my bag too - in case of emergency, I 
thought. 

My three amigos appeared in the door of the bedroom. 

“All caught up?" I asked. 

“Yeah, I'm coming with you," said Jesse. 

“The hell you are!" I replied clasping the Hexensteine 
bracelet around the wrist. 

“The hell I'm not!" he responded. 

“You can't. You have to stay here, run this place like 
normal, tell Lexie what's going on, and take care of the 



dogs,” I said securing the Scrying Silver, Spirit Stone, and 
Cruth-atharraich pendant around my neck. "I've got all The 
Orb pieces, I can take care of myself,” I said sliding on the 
Trinity Ring. 

”1 don't like this,” said Jesse. 

”1 don't either, but I can't let people be caught in the 
cross fire between Trottel's militia and his instigators planted 
in the crowds. I've got to warn them.” 

"We'll stay and help Jesse,” said Alasdair as Clementine 
nodded in agreement. 

"Thanks guys. Did you bring those maps we talked 
about?” 

"Yeah. Oh yeah. They're in the kitchen.” 

I led the way downstairs and opened the local map on the 
kitchen table. The scale indicated five miles equaled one 
inch. "Thank dog, this thing isn't metric!” I said, grabbing a 
pencil from the cup by the back door. 

I put my finger on the pub's general location, measured 
out three inches, made a mark, and drew a rough circle with 
the pub at the center. "Okay, this will put me fifteen miles 
out. Any thoughts on a location within this circle?” I asked 
my audience. 

"Head south,” said Alasdair. "East your roads are limited, 
and north, towards Fort William, you've got more likelihood 
of cameras.” 

"South it is,” I said, folding up the map. "I should be back 
in a couple of hours,” I said looking at Jesse. 

"Why so long?” he asked. 

"I'm going to leave Luka at home and take the bike” 

"What bike,” asked Clem. 

"Jesse's bike. The one he bought for himself after I took 
Luka to the states and he decided he didn't need a car but 
needed to get around somehow,” I said with an eye roll. 

"Oh, this ought to be good,” said Clem with a grin, 
following me out the door towards the garage. 



Jesse's bike was a sunflower yellow scooter with a small 
blue panier mounted behind the seat to hold the helmet or 
sundry sundries for which one might shop. 

Alasdair tried to stifle a chuckle and got elbowed in the 
ribs by Clementine for his trouble as I smeared a handful of 
mud I'd picked up, across the tiny number plate. 

“Easy there, Elbow Patches, it takes a lot of man to pull 
off this ride," said Jesse, squaring off against AM. 

“Enough you two," I said buckling the glossy black 
helmet. “Lives at stake, urgency...remember?" I said 
securing my messenger bag in the panier and pulling down 
the mirrored face visor. 

“Yes Ma'am," they replied appropriately contrite. 

“Clem, I'll stay in touch with you, and you can keep these 
two yodels up to speed. Keep them in line for me, will you. 
No food fights or lighting the bar on fire," I said igniting the 
scooter's tiny engine. 

“You got it. No fun!" she said wagging her finger at the 
boys. 

I puttered out of the garage and waved without looking 
back for fear of crashing. 

Sticking to tiny roads, I'd made my way south for twenty 
minutes according to my trusty Timex. I began looking for a 
place to stop where no one would drive by and see me. On 
old footpath heading towards the water caught my eye as I 
drove by. I made a quick U-turn, stowed the bike behind a 
hedge, and set off on foot away from the road. 

The shoreline and water were empty, no walkers, no 
boaters, not even a sheep. 

I fished the phone out of my bag and turned it on. It 
immediately acquired signal. I plugged the dongle into the 
bottom, plugged the thumb drive into the dongle, 
downloaded the images into the photo app, and removed 
the dongle and drive. I launched Hisser, logged in as Carnyx 
using a password I'd called Dona\6 about while I drove, and 
started my post. 



ALERT: Trottel has made plans to send armed 

troops into 

neighborhoods and drag people back to work 

and school. 

He has hired mercenaries and supporters to 
infiltrate your 

neighborhoods and attack the troops to make it 

look like 

you ail are resisting. Due to resignations of two 

members of 

Congress, he is launching his plan at 9 a.m. PDT 
today in an 

attempt to stop further resignations. Go home. 
Stay inside. 

Do not engage if troops enter your neighborhood, 
it's what he wants. 

Do not give him the ability to orchestrate a Civil 
War. 

The attached documents are why two members of 
Congress 

resigned. Apparently, there is a line for some 
politicians, and Trottel 
has finally crossed it. 

I attached the images and hit “Post”. 

I took a few minutes to reply to some people who had 
posted images of their Strike activities - community-built 
villages for homeless, community gardens and chicken 
coops, safety patrols in their neighborhoods, and plenty of 
nontoxic vandalism stretched north to south, from Canada to 
South America, and from west to east, Washington to 
Florida. 

I followed dozens of people back and then I closed the 
app, shut down the phone, and pulled a poop bag from my 
bag of tricks. I scooped up some of the Sound of Kerrera, 
dropped in the phone with a splash, and tied off the bag. 



I made my way back to the scooter, secured my two bags 
in the panier, and listened for the sound of cars. Hearing 
none, I pulled out from behind my shrubbery and continued 
heading south. A couple cars whizzed past and I had to 
remind myself that in my mask I was no one, and my plates 
were good and filthy so no one was going to capture 
anything of use on a random dash cam. Sure, maybe 
someone could report seeing a yellow scooter near where 
the Carnyx posts had been made, but I'd be lost in a sea of 
hundreds of cars, homes, bus and train passengers who'd all 
connected to the same tower I had in the few minutes I'd 
been online. 

All the same, I thought to myself, and took my next left 
heading east. May as well mix It up a bit. 

I drove on for a good thirty minutes and stopped before 
the next town to check my map and phone home. 

Hey Clem, It's me. AH good. Going to start working my 
way home now. Hopefully be about an hour give or take. 

Okay. I'll let the boys and Lexle know. Stay safe. 

10-4, over and out. 

My next call was to Max. 

Hey, It's Laura. 

I see you got the job done. Good work. 

Thanks boss. Now what do I do with this IPhone? I can't 
pull the battery like the other ones but I did drown It In a 
bag of water. 

I heard a tinkling laugh in my head. Good for you. I 
guess Javl didn't give you any Instructions In the packet? 

No, no he didn't. 

Javl forgets that not everyone Is as gadget savvy as he Is 
- serves him right to have one of his toys drowned. Maybe 
next time he'll give you Instructions. 

NEXT TIME??? Dude, this better end well before I run out 
of phones and need more from Javl! 

The laughter again. Fair enough. For future reference, 
those IPhones are trace proof I won't bore you with the 



details, but Javi jail broke the system and rewrote pieces of 
the operating software to prevent it from being tracked 
when powered off. When it shuts down, it shuts down! If 
you have to use that last phone Daisy gave you, treat it like 
you did the others - pull the battery, destroy the SIM, 
destroy the phone before you get it anywhere near where 
you or anyone you care about lives or works, but those 
iPhones are fine as long as they're off. As to the wet one, 
well, knowing javi, he'll try to dry it out and reuse it, so take 
it back with you and give it to Clementine to return to him - 
she'll enjoy that, I daresay. 

Mrs. Bond? Yeah, she'll enjoy it, I replied, a smile on my 
lips. Any idea when you want me to release the list of 
leaders? Is that still my final assignment? I'm going to need 
to plan a trip further afield, I can't ever login again this dose 
to home. 

Start planning. My gut tells me this is going to blow up in 
the next couple of days, especially if Trottel carries through 
with his threats to send an army into neighborhoods in the 
US in a few hours. 

Is there any sign something like that will happen here? 

Not yet, I think the PM there is waiting to see how it plays 
out for Trottel. If it looks like it's successful, I wouldn't put it 
past him, but if it goes bad, he'll attack Trottel for being a 
bully. 

Fucking politicians! 

Exactly. 

I'm going to sign off and make my way home. 

Keep an eye out for a "Go" message from me. 

Will do. Good luck today, I said to her and released the 
Thought Stone. 

I had one more call to make. It was for a good purpose, 
but I felt bad. 

'Blade. It's me, Laura, Black Beauty. 

FOR TFiE LOVE OF!!!, thundered in my head. 



Sorry... 

You scared me to death! 

Sorry... 

You're like a cat. You need a damn bell that warns people 
when you're going to pounce. 

You want me to ring a mental doorbell? I asked laughing 
a bit and trying to imagine what that would look or sound 
like. 

Yes. Yes, I do. Cheezus! Do you have any idea how 
unnerving it is to be driving along hauling ten tons of crap 
and have someone suddenly talking directly to your 
BRAIN??? 

/ have a bit of an Idea, I thought, recalling the times Aza 
had dropped in on me unannounced. 

You still there? she hollered in my head. 

Yeah, I'm here...just giving you a few to adjust. 

Alright, I'm adjusted, what can / do you for? 

I explained what Trottel was planning and explained how 
she could help. She readily agreed and I signed off to let her 
work her magic over the CB. 

I had one last thing to do before setting off for home. 

On the side of the road, tucked away on the side of 
someone's drive, I quickly peeled the yellow wrap from the 
fenders, body of the scooter, and the helmet. In under five 
minutes, I was able to pull out from my refuge sporting a 
white helmet and riding a black scooter. You've got to love 
sheets of vinyl ding stickers, I thought with a smile and 
dreamed about what color the scooter would be next. 

Zara Larsson's Ain't my Fary/f thumped through my little 
purple ear buds hidden under my helmet as I began my 
long, random, circuitous route home avoiding populated 
areas and roads. Please don't blame me for whatever 
happens next... 



I checked my watch as I backed the scooter into its spot 
in the garage and did the math. 5:17 p.m. here, 9:17 a.m. 
on the west coast. I pulled my messenger bag and wad of 
used vinyl film from the panier. As I was locking the clasps 
to secure the helmet inside the panier, I heard the kitchen 
door close and steps on the brick walkway. 

I turned to see Jesse hurrying towards me, his eyes wild 
with agitation. 

“It's happening! He's rolling into neighborhoods in 
California, Oregon, Washington, Colorado, Minnesota, 
Illinois, New York, Virginia, parts of New England, and in 
Austin, Texas.'' 

“Seriously? He really went through with it?" 

“It's insane. There are tanks, Humvees, SUVs, and 
pickups loaded with armed men and women entering or 
trying to get to neighborhoods right now," he said as we 
quickly walked towards the kitchen. 

“Wait, all those states you rattled off, they're all states 
that went blue in 2016, aren't they?" 

“Uh huh. He's only terrorizing blue states and at least 
one blue city in a red state - Austin. News is still coming in, 
but wait until you see what's going on..." 

I dropped my bag on the kitchen table and followed Jesse 
into our packed dining room. 

You could have heard a hair drop off one of the dogs. 
Thirty-odd people sat staring at the televisions mounted 
above the bar as live footage from America beamed across 
the Atlantic. 

At the moment, they were showing multiple screens of 
drone footage from what I recognized as sections of 
Interstates 5, 8, 10, 40, and 70 outside cities in California, 
Oregon, Washington, New Mexico, Texas, and Colorado. 
Military and law enforcement vehicle convoys, sprinkled 
with civilian trucks and SUVs were being held back by semis 
parked multiple abreast or vertically across freeway lanes 
and exit/entrance ramps. 



“'Blade did it!" I said, maybe a little too loudly in the 
silent dining room. 

All eyes turned to look at me for explanation, but I was 
saved by new footage. 

Due to quirks of timing or lack of available truckers, some 
of Trottel's army was getting through and exacting their 
pent-up frustrations on Striking civilians. 

Most neighborhoods were ghost towns. “Looks like your 
message did the trick," whispered Jesse, acknowledging the 
dearth of residents and the drawn drapes, closed doors, and 
empty driveways confronting the militia rolling along 
residential streets. 

With no one to fight them, they bellowed through PA 
systems ordering people to return to work and school or face 
starvation and long nights filled with flood lights, screaming 
music, and crowd control weapons. To drive their point 
home, many members of the armed force took down mail 
boxes with bats, shot up garages with shotguns, and broke 
windows with beanbag guns. 

My brain was struggling with the images of armed men 
and women walking beside tanks, armored vehicles, and 
enormous SUVs, down the streets of American 
neighborhoods where kids ride bikes and wait for the school 
bus and the fact it didn't seem entirely out of place when 
suddenly my thoughts were interrupted with a very different 
scene. A horrifying scene. 

Students who had been Striking daily outside a 
University of California campus must have decide to stay 
and face Trottel's troops. They didn't look like they'd been 
caught unawares, they look like they'd organized for a 
showdown. 

The students stood, arm in arm, on the public sidewalks 
along the streets that circled the campus. The tanks rolled 
to a stop, turrets aimed at teenagers and twenty-year-olds 
holding signs demanding fair tuition and a clean 
environment. Men and women in camouflage leapt from 
vehicles and faced off against students. The students stood 



silently while spit-laden threats were spewed into their 
faces. 

"GO HOME LITTLE GIRL! GO HOME AND GET A JOB OR 
GO TO SCHOOL, LITTLE BITCH!" we heard someone wielding 
a pepper spray canister holler in the face of a student. 

"All of you must disperse, by order of the President. Go 
home and do not return unless it is your intention to begin 
classes," came an announcement from one of the Humvees 
parked beside a tank. 

The students held their ground. They refused to move, 
they did not respond as they were poked and jostled by gun- 
wielding belligerents. 

An announcement again demanded they leave the area 
and return to their homes or jobs. They were informed that 
to remain would mean arrest and imprisonment and 
crippling monetary fines. 

And still the students stood firm. 

Alasdair, Clementine, and Lexie appeared at our sides, 
materializing from wherever they'd been perched about the 
dining room. 

From somewhere in the group of Strikers, a song started 
playing through speakers. The distinct sound of an '80s 
synthesizer baseline made the five of us turn and grin at 
each other like fools. Four of us had been around when the 
song was first released and Lexie had been exposed early... 
The Strikers started singing along with Kim Wilde to Kids in 
America. I'll admit it, it gave me goosebumps. 

I realized as I watched that we were only seeing this 
because someone was streaming it live to a feed that was 
being broadcast around the world on network channels. It 
occurred to me that we hadn't seen a single talking head in 
minutes, just raw footage being streamed. On a hunch, I 
grabbed a remote and tried a different channel, then 
another, and another...they were all broadcasting the same 
showdown between the students in California and Trottel's 
troops. 



Jesse and I quickly did the math and came to the same 
answer - Wick Burners! They must have put up cameras in 
strategic locations anticipating the locations of troop arrivals 
and potential conflicts. They controlled the cameras they'd 
mounted, plus traffic cameras, surveillance cameras, and the 
broadcast signals of television stations internationally. 
There could be no cover up, no deniability for anyone 
involved - the world was watching because the Burners 
controlled the communications. Even if one station 
managed to knock itself offline, the Burners had control of 
too many other data delivery methods. 

The five of us and our diners gasped collectively as 
Trottel's troops sprayed the students with pepper spray and 
trained assault rifles on their faces. 

Again, the demand to disperse was given, and again it 
was ignored. 

Shots from handguns rang in the air. The students 
flinched, but it appeared they were just warning shots. 

“Go home! Go home now or you will be arrested!" came 
the orders from a Marine Lieutenant standing outside a 
Humvee painted in desert camouflage. 

The students remained standing, silently suffering the 
agony of the pepper spray, and then the Lieutenant gave 
the order over the PA system, “Arrest them all!" 

Trottel's gang of thugs was only too happy to oblige. 

It was like a scene from a movie. Surreal was too simple a 
word. All our decades of violent movies, video games, and 
news footage had completely dulled our senses to what we 
were seeing. A battle occurred in our minds between a part 
of our brain recognizing this as perfectly normal and another 
part screaming ARE YOU FUCKING CRAZY??? THIS ISN'T 
NORMAL! I watched as people around me fought the battle 
and beat down the part of the brain that yearns to recognize 
patterns and make sense of things by applying past 
experience to existing input. The primitive part of all our 



brains had been scratching at its cage for decades, begging 
us to see how we'd been lulled into accepting violence, 
insanity, hate, lies, inaction, and manipulation as normal, 
but now it was screaming and shaking the bars and 
demanding to be let out to rip the wool off our eyes and 
show us the truth. 

Armed men and women swarmed from the vehicles. They 
shot beanbag guns, pellet guns, and shot guns at the 
students. They sprayed them with pepper spray and vitriol. 
They beat them with bats and billy clubs and batons. They 
shoved them into the pavement, sat on them, punched and 
kicked them, and zip tied their hands and feet. The 
students didn't fight back. They threw not a single punch or 
even so much as a verbal smack. It was over in minutes and 
the result was horrific. Children barely old enough to vote, 
were bloodied, broken, hog tied, and piled in heaps on the 
pavement. Barbarians heaved over them, sweaty and 
winded from their violence. 

I felt crazed. The walls of the pub closed in on me. I 
wanted to run, scream, throw up, and use the Death Stone to 
explode the heart of every one of Trottel's sycophants and 
enablers, and Trottel himself. That such evil still exists in 
this world and is allowed to hold power was too much for me 
to process. 

Jesse must have seen me reaching subconsciously for the 
Hexensteine bracelet and read my thoughts as only a 
husband can. He grabbed my wrist and pulled me from my 
trance. 

I turned to look at him, tears streaming down my face. I 
looked at Lexie to my right, and Clementine and Alasdair to 
her right. I looked at the faces of my diners. There was still 
good in the world and I was surrounded by it. It just needed 
a chance to bloom and spread its seeds. We needed to clear 
the land of parasites and cleanse it with daylight. 

I took a deep breath and looked back at the screens 
above the bar. I still couldn't believe what we'd just 



witnessed and it occurred to me at least one party involved 
must not have known it was being live streamed because 
they saw no camera crews. They thought they were 
invisible. They thought they'd be able to deny anything 
happened or claim that the students attacked them. 

“What are they going to do with the students?" I 
whispered to Jesse. “They don't seem to have a way to 
transport them." 

As the words left my mouth there was a huge crash off 
camera. The feed changed to a different angle. 

I gasped as I saw the iridescent green cab and my brain 
screamed “GEORGE" before my mouth could. 

“Hey assholes," shouted George out Poyson IV's window. 
“Smile, you're on camera!" 

The look of confusion on the faces of the aggressors was 
priceless as they processed the fact that everything they'd 
just done might have been caught on camera. They looked 
around for evidence of a film crew or hidden students who 
might have filmed the “arrest". 

“They're stumped," I said quietly to Jesse. “They must 
think they jammed all signals in the area to prevent anyone 
live-streaming their activities. They're thinking someone 
may have recorded footage, but they can't fathom how 
George knows about it. They honestly don't understand the 
control the Burners have over communications systems. 
They thought they were in the clear. They must have 
deployed something to block cell signal to keep the kids 
from communicating, but it never occurred to them that 
anyone might be logged into the campus surveillance 
system, using the school's WiFi or broadband to broadcast 
the scenes from all those campus cameras. It never 
occurred to them that the cameras set up to capture traffic 
and license plates and send the images to servers owned by 
the companies who manufactured the systems would be 
patched into internet cables running beneath the streets, 
unaffected by signal jammers. I bet they called ahead to the 



school and got the administrators to shut the systems down 
in exchange for forcing the kids to register for classes. Too 
bad college administrators don't know an internet router 
from a wood router and have no concept of how deep the 
Burners have burrowed into everything." 

"You mean Carnyx, right? How deep Carnyx has 
burrowed," he said with a wink. 

"Yeah, that's \Nha\: I mean," I said, remembering the Wick 
Burners don't even exist. 

George had used Poyson IV as a battering ram, seriously 
crunching a few pickups between her grill guard and a 
Humvee or two. She'd caused so much chaos between her 
crash and the warning about cameras, no one but those of 
us watching the live feed saw her climb out of her cab and 
make her way to the back of her trailer. 

The feed jumped to another angle, another camera. We 
watched as another semi pulled up as George swung open 
the doors on her trailer. The camera couldn't pick up 
anything in the darkness of the trailer, but in seconds we 
were rewarded with a stream of uniformed men and women 
pouring from the George's trailer and the one that had 
pulled up next to her. 

Uniforms belonging to police officers, sheriffs. Marines, 
Navy, Army, Air Force, National Guard, and Coast Guard filed 
out of the trailers and took up positions between the beaten 
students and Trottel's army of brutes. A wall of America's 
best trained defenders stood in defiance against traitors who 
had attacked students for Striking against a broken system. 

"Go back to your master, you bullies!" shouted George 
over a megaphone from the roof of Poyson IV. "Stop picking 
on children and civilians who just want their rights 
respected. The world just witnessed the monsters that you 
are! You can't "fake news" this, you can't "alternative facts" 
this. You are a disgrace! Get out of here!" 

The line of law enforcement and military guardians 
squared up and took a step forward, pushing Trottel's rabble 



back towards their vehicles. They took another step 
forward, and Trottel's army lost its resolve and retreated. 

“Typical bullies," said Clementine. “They dish it out, but 
can't take it. They get their jollies beating up kids and 
women and animals, but have the spines of jelly fish." 

The entire pub watched as another semi drove up and 
unloaded medical personnel and supplies to treat the 
injured students. 

The TV screen suddenly went dark. Before Jesse could 
fiddle with the channels, it came back on showing a split 
screen - one scene in Manchester, England; the in Victoria, 
Australia, then they changed to Aberdeen, Scotland and 
Sydney, Australia. The images seemed to be coming from 
surveillance cameras mounted on light poles and buildings. 
The Prime Ministers of both countries had taken orders or 
inspiration from Trottel and dispatched their own 
“motivational units" to force people back to work and 
school. Military vehicles, police cars, and a few old codgers 
in mobility scooters rolled through neighborhoods, 
announcing over PA systems that everyone had until the 
following morning to report back to their jobs and begin the 
processes for attending schools or face arrest under new 
laws against dereliction of civilian duty. The scenes 
streaming to the television showed a response similar to the 
one in America - older citizens hunkered down in their 
homes, refusing to engage with the forces terrorizing their 
neighborhoods, while teenagers and twenty-somethings 
stood their ground on public streets and in their own yards, 
refusing to being told to go back to work and school. From 
the smug looks on the invading forces' faces, it was obvious 
they thought they were immune to repercussions for their 
actions. 

“They've probably been told they'd be protected from 
exposure and pardoned if anyone found out what they'd 
done," I said to my little group of friends. 

“It's right out of Trottel's playbook," said Jesse. 



“Yes, break the law to get me what I want, and I'll pardon 
you for it if you get caught," said Alasdair. "It appears the 
PMs of Australia and England are either Trottel puppets or 
share a bit too much DNA with him. Either way, it's about to 
bite them in the bollocks. Hard!" 

"They honestly think they control surveillance systems 
still, don't they?" I asked. "They have no idea that they 
system they put into place to command and control civilians 
is going to be the same system that exposes the depths of 
their corruption." 

The television screen changed again taking us back to 
America. Images rotated giving us views from cameras 
mounted on light poles, traffic lights, house eaves, and 
doorbells. The streets were empty save for military and law 
enforcement vehicles patrolling, looking for trouble, and 
announcing over PA systems, Trottel's orders to return to 
work or face jail and fines. 

The screen changed again to a confrontation occurring 
between a group of young adults and a division of Trottel's 
army. This time it appeared to be outside the gated estates 
of someone high up the food chain, a suspicion confirmed by 
text that ran along the bottom of the image indicating the 
location was outside the home of the CEO of a credit bureau. 

Again, we witnessed troops ordering what appeared to be 
college-aged adults to disperse, go home, and go back to 
work and school. We watched as the aggressors donned 
masks and caused pepper spray and bean bags to rain down 
from their perches on tanks and Humvees. We gasped as a 
swarm of masked commandos attacked the Strikers with 
sticks and beat them into submission. They acted with the 
impunity that comes from the belief their actions weren't 
being observed and that they had the excuse of following 
orders to protect them. 

The melee suddenly froze. It was as if they were playing 
a demented game of Simon Says and an invisible player had 
called out "Simon Says FREEZE!". Over the silence we could 



hear the faint sound of sirens growing louder and louder. 
The screen cut to a different angle affording a different view. 
Two fire engines approached from the west, screaming their 
arrival. They shuddered to a stop and dozens of uniformed 
fire fighters and police, as well as plain clothed citizens 
jumped off the trucks and marched towards the Strikers. 

As in California, they fought their way into the chaos and 
stood, shoulder to shoulder, forming a wall between Trottel's 
minions and the Strikers. 

A voice was heard coming from one of the fire trucks, 
'The world is watching! They've seen you! They're coming 
for you!" 

The group of couch commandos looked around the scene 
and at each other in disbelief. 

I touched the Thought Stone and focused on one of the 
ringleaders. He was indignant. He'd been assured that their 
signal-interrupting equipment would render the Strikers' 
cellular phones useless, the residents of the neighborhood 
had agreed to shut down private security cameras, and that 
the city had agreed to turn off public surveillance. He'd 
made sure to order his troops not to video anything on their 
personal devices for sharing later - and anyway, their 
devices should have been just as unable to send data as the 
Strikers'. 

The voice from the firetruck seemed to be able to read 
the confusion without a Thought Stone, "Hey, idiots! Do the 
math on your own time! We're here because we saw what 
you were doing. Someone is in the surveillance systems and 
they're broadcasting everything to every channel on every 
network you can think of. You trusted a bunch of idiots to 
protect you and came out to beat a bunch of unarmed 
civilians because they're Striking for our rights. Pack your 
shit and get out of here. I'm sure Carnyx is coming for 
you!" 

Trottel's gang of thugs fell back, climbed into their 
vehicles, and puttered away as the rescuers tended to the 
wounded Strikers to the sound of ambulance sirens. 



Jesse whispered, “What's going on with Congress?" 

“Good question. You got this place?" I asked looking 
around at our customers frozen by shock. 

“Yeah, go check in, I imagine you're going to be leaving 
soon," he said, anticipating my final assignment. 

I sat down at the table in the kitchen. Part of my brain 
wanted to digest the scenes from the television, but there 
wasn't time for that. I touched the Thought Stone and 
pictured the faces of the Congress members I knew of. Like 
us, they were all trapped by the images on their devices. 
Their brains were thunderstorms of disbelief and self¬ 
recrimination. 1/l/e allowed this! We sat silent, playing 
political games and groveling before our financial masters 
for so long we created and unleased this monster. Now the 
world sees us for the cowards we are. We can't walk this 
back, we can't cover this up. It's over. The only ones who 
will survive this will be the ones who make it to the life 
boats first. 

It was happening. Of the two dozen or so Senators and 
Representatives I could eavesdrop on, they were all 
proffering their resignations. And to make sure their peers 
did the same, they were drafting letters and fact sheets 
exposing the secret activities of members of Congress, their 
staffers and aids, the lobbyists who lurked in every corner, 
and the executives who controlled them all. For all that the 
Wick Burners had been able to expose by delving into the 
digital realm, there were still many abominations to expose 
and no one was going to get out unscathed. 

I contacted Max and told her what I knew. 

Laura, are you ready? It's time. Your last assignment. 
We did it. Well, almost. 

Yeah, I'm ready. I've still got phones I can use to post 
from. I'll get a password from Don, and I've got a location 



and route all planned. You sure HIsser will keep our account 
active? I can't believe Trottel hasn't gotten them to nuke It. 

Oh, he's tried. The CEO has tried. But somehow It just 
keeps coming back up, she said with a chuckle. 

I found myself unnerved again by the thought of so many 
Wick Burners working behind the scenes to upend centuries 
of corruption and rot. It just goes to show you never know 
who you're dealing with. All the people you Ignore, treat 
rudely, berate, and bully could be, under the right 
circumstances, your worst nightmare, I thought somewhat 
to myself, forgetting I was connected to Max. 

Tm often confounded by the serendipity that led us here, 
said Max in response to my thoughts leaking into our 
conversation. We were always around, we Burners that Is, 
Invisibly doing our Tittle parts to frustrate the progression of 
depravity, but you and Carnyx, The Orb, Aza, Trottel, Brexit - 
It all lined up and created a once In a millennium chance to 
evolve humanity. 

It does kind of make you wonder If a couple assholes 
aren't playing a cosmic game of Magic: The Gathering. One 
played a card to create you. One played a card to create 
me. A spell was cast so I'd discover The Orb pieces. One 
player created Trottel to counter the other player's creation 
of Aza. 

So, we have no free will, we're just cards In a game, 
drawn by chance? She asked, trying to get my goat. 

Yup. We're all being played, I said with a laugh. 

Hopefully not for much longer. Let's flip the table, she 
said wickedly. 

Tm ready to do my part. When do you want me to post 
the list? 

I think tonight. Strike now while we've got momentum. 
Plus, If TrotteTs cabinet gets Itchy to resign to try to save 
the last vestiges of their reputations, we need the list out 
there to prevent one member from giving up her legal right 
to succeed the President. And we don't want certain 
members of Parliament to resign because we've suggested 



them as Prime Minster untii the next reasonabie eiection 
can take piace. 

Okay, I better get moving. I've got some driving to do to 
put some distance between my home and my post. 

Be careful. We've got control of the servers that control 
and store most of the surveillance systems, but dosed, 
private systems like ones Duke surely has are beyond our 
reach, if he's got watchers out there trolling for Luka or 
Carnyx logins, we won't necessarily know It. 

Alright, I'll keep that in mind. I'm out. 

Good luck, Laura. 

I took a minute to breathe and reboot and joined Jesse, 
Lexie, and our friends in the dining room. 

“I go tonight,” I whispered to Jesse. 

He looked at me and took a deep breath. 

"Last one,” I said. 

Suddenly the room began to murmur, and the sound 
grew. 

I looked at the television and realized the scene was 
somewhere in the UK. Masked Strikers stood along every 
sidewalk, arms linked. Queen's We Will Rock You blared from 
a boombox somewhere and they began stomping and 
clapping with the beat. Stomp, stomp, clap. Stomp, stomp, 
clap. They'd come out en masse to support the American 
Strikers attacked by Trottel's supporters. They came out to 
demand an end to corruption in their own government. 
There would be no work, no economy, no school, no 
transportation, no services, no anything until Trottel was 
gone, until the American Congress was flushed, until the 
Supreme Court was reseated with new Judges, and until the 
equivalent was repeated in the UK. 

The image on the TV changed and the room gasped then 
cheered. It was Prince Spencer and his wife, Morgan, 
addressing a news crew outside a library where Strikers had 



gathered to stand legally in a public space. Spencer 
announced he'd left the royal family, cut all ties, and refused 
his titles. He and Morgan were joining the Strikers as 
civilians. They were tired of not being able to speak their 
minds, have opinions, and fight for the rights of UK citizens. 
Spencer explained that going forward, he and Morgan would 
be following the example set by his mother and working to 
make the world a better, safer place for his family and 
everyone else's. 

Spencer and Morgan slid masks created in the image of 
his mother over their faces and joined the line of Strikers in 
front of the library. 

“Good for him!" shouted one of my patrons. “The way his 
mother was treated by the Queen, the royals, and public 
who feed the weasely peeping-Tom photogs! Cheers!" he 
said, raising a glass to the TV. 

The pub erupted in a cheer, but it was only partially for 
Spencer and Morgan. It was the release of a pressure valve 
that had been holding back anger and frustration for years. 

Jesse dove behind the bar and was soon joined by 
Alasdair who pitched in helping fill orders for pints and 
drams as the room demanded conversational lubrication. 

Lexie, Clementine, and I ducked into the kitchen. 

“Okay girls. I've got to go," I said, pulling a couple of 
canteens from a cabinet. “Got my marching orders from Max 
and she wants it done post haste. Can you two help Jesse - 
and apparently Alasdair," I said smiling at the image of him 
behind the bar, “who's taken to the bar like a duck to water, 
hold down the fort here?" 

“Of course," they said in unison. 

“Where are you going?" asked Lexie as I started to fill the 
canteens with water for the trip. 

“South. Going to just drive for a couple of hours and end 
up somewhere between Glasgow and Edinburgh. I'll 
probably be gone about five hours. I want to put a lot of 
distance between the pub and Carnyx," I said screwing the 
caps on the canteens. 



I set the canteens on the kitchen table and went to the 
pantry. 

“You'll keep in touch with your wee stones there, right?" 
asked Clementine. 

“Of course," I said walking out of the pantry with packets 
of cheese crackers and setting them down on the table with 
my water. 

We spent the next few minutes discussing odds and ends 
of remaining prep work for the dinner shift and then I went 
upstairs, loaded the list onto one of Javi's phones using an 
adapter, stuffed a baseball cap, an elastic-waisted skirt, and 
a reversible jacket into a tote bag, grabbed my messenger 
bag, and put on the other bits of The Orb - well, except the 
Opal, that I left tucked away. 

I stopped by the bar and said goodbye to the boys, 
gathered my water and snacks in a small soft-sided cooler in 
the kitchen, said goodbye to the girls, and made my way to 
Luka. 

I checked her license plate characters were obscured by 
heavy, dark grease - if a cop pulled me over, I'd play dumb 
when he scolded me about dirty plates, but if someone saw 
me or caught me on video, they'd never be able to identify 
me. 

I stowed my bags behind the passenger seat and fired up 
her engine to let it warm up while I plugged in my iPod. 
“You ready for this?" I asked Luka as the opening keyboards 
for Europe's The Final Countdown echoed through her 
speakers. 

I took the smooth throaty purr of her exhaust to mean she 
was ready, willing, and able. I slid her into first gear, lifted 
my left foot, felt the clutch engage, and gave her a sip of gas 
with my right foot. Hopefully things won't be the same 
again, I thought as we pulled out of the garage. 

The streets were completely empty. It was bizarre but 
welcome. I imagined everyone inside their homes, cars, and 
offices, glued to their televisions and radios, listening and 



watching as America and their British cousins brought their 
corrupt systems to their knees. How will historians and 
Journalists describe these last few months? I wondered. Is it 
Civil Rights Movement Part II? It's not quite a war, but is a 
war only defined by the weapons used? It is a war? Can 
something be a war if the weapons used are withholding 
money, labor, and attendance? Could the American Civil 
War or either of the World Wars been ended without guns 
and bombs? I tried to imagine hundreds of thousands of 
slaves Striking and Northerners and Brits uniting to embargo 
the American South into submission...A/ope. Never would 
have worked. The British government, aristocrats, and 
royals are all plantation owners at heart - they'd never have 
cut off their Southern cousins. And sure, the slaves 
outnumbered the slave owners, but without weapons, even 
if they'd been able to join forces with Native Americans, 
they'd have been mowed down by white men who would 
rather have seen them dead than give up their antebellum 
way of life - which speaks to the insanity of the South. So 
much of their wealth was tied up in the human chattel they 
owned, yet they'd have surely killed thousands of their own 
slaves if it meant preventing them from being freed, if I 
can't own them. I'll sure as hell make sure they're never 
free! And they say humans are the superior species, I 
mused. 

I wondered, as I drove further from my home and family, 
did the governments and corporations inadvertently give us 
more power than they'd anticipated? Did trying to make us 
dependent and afraid backfire spectacularly? Did they 
never run the risk analysis that proved they are in fact more 
dependent on us than we are them? Did no one on their 
marketing team ever say, "Hey, you know, people don't 
actually need social media, health insurance, cell phones, 
computers, cars - especially ones filled with geriatric 
technology devices, a college education, wine, or overnight 
delivery of mass produced crap from China. What happens 



if they wake up and decide not to keep buying our products 
and propaganda??” 

I imagined the laughter in the conference room as poor 
Timmy was escorted from the building for not being a "team 
player”. "As if!” one of the MBA wielding Boomlennials 
would surely have guffawed before continuing, "Those idiots 
out there will buy anything we pay a celebrity to tell them to 
buy! We could convince them to eat their own shit if we 
paid a couple of doctors to publish study results saying it 
was good for them and hired a social media influencer to 
write about how skinny she got doing it!” 

They really did stack the deck against themselves, I 
thought. Without the 99%, they're powerless. All people 
needed to do was wake up to the fact the only things they 
really, truly need are air, water, and food. Second to that Is 
clothes, shelter, medical care, and education. Jobs, cars. 
Insurance, Internet, game consoles, booze, gizmos, gadgets, 
and tchotchkes, etc. - those are all just trappings of this 
version of society; something we've been convinced we 
need to survive. The 1% gave us the one weapon we 
needed to end their rein of abuse and they were too dumb 
to know It. All we had to do was quit playing the game and 
their whole system crumbled - GAME OVER! If they'd just 
treated us with respect and fairness, they could have quietly 
continued to run the world - all we wanted was the ability to 
work hard, provide for our families, and enjoy our free 
time...but nope, the ruling class had to get greedy and take 
everything from us - our financial security, our ability to 
provide healthcare and education for our families without 
facing bankruptcy, our privacy, our free time, and our 
dignity. They had to push us back to Indentured servitude. 
They made us grovel for a decent life and then denied It to 
us. I guess all those Ivy League schools don't teach human 
nature and history - you push us too far, we always revolt! 

A voice on the radio interrupted my thoughts. 

Breaking news: "The Prime Minister has issued orders for 
UK citizens to return to work and school, if applicable, on 



Monday. He says that “Enough is enough. We all have a job 
to do and it is your job to keep our economy going. Enjoy 
tomorrow and the weekend, but it's back to work on 
Monday!'"' 

A reporter asked what the impetus to do so would be, and 
the PM responded, “You do not want to test me. I'd rather be 
dead in a ditch than see this country continue to fall apart. 
We all have our parts to play. I do my job every day and you 
all must do yours. I will take the necessary steps to motivate 
people back to work if they do not go on their own on 
Monday." 

“Mr. Prime Minister, is it true you have said you will take 
children from parents who do not return to work on 
Monday?" a reporter asked. 

“If you are not working, how can you care for your 
children? I would be perfectly within my rights to order the 
removal of children from homes where lazy parents refuse to 
provide for their children by working an honest day," he 
replied. 

The shouting that ensued made the broadcast 
unlistenable so I toggled from Radio mode to Media so I 
could access my iPod. 

I touched the Thought Stone and asked Lexie, What's the 
reaction in the pub after that announcement? 

I heard her giggling in my head. I'd like to see that roly- 
poly try to take children away from these Scots, she said. / 
can't speak for the English, but up here, even battering 
rams and knock-out gas won't get the job done. I actually 
heard a couple of folks start talking about old caves used by 
Jacobites after Culloden - they try anything up here, / think 
the kids are going camping! she said infected with the 
Scottish fury infusing the air of the pub. 

Okay, good to know, I said, smiling, i've got about 
another hour until sunset. I'm going to check in with Max 
and see if she thinks I can wait that long to post because I'd 
like to wait until dark. Will you let Dad and others know? 

Sure. 



Have all the fun, I said, thankful she was safe and a legal 
adult no social worker could touch. 

I contacted Max and told her I'd like to wait about another 
hour to post for safety reasons. She agreed that would be 
fine. She said Trottel's ragtag army of regular soldiers and 
armed gamer boys had tried a few more intimidation attacks 
on Strikers, but no one took the bait and fought back and 
backup had arrived within minutes to film and defend. She 
said that her sources were telling her Trottel was melting 
down, but nowhere near resigning. He's convinced he can 
hang on to the White House and even win reelectlon In 
2020. In his mind, the President can do no wrong. He's 
convinced he could literally rape and strangle someone In 
the middle of LAX and no one could touch him. 

I wondered for the millionth time who Max's source inside 
the workings of the White House was, and I knew if I pushed 
it I'd be able to pick it out of her mind, but I restrained 
myself. I knew she was keeping it a secret to protect 
everyone...but someday I'd ask her. 

Have you heard the British PM Is threatening to take 
children from their parents If the parents don't return to 
work on Monday? I asked. 

Has he lost his mind??? she asked, exasperated. 

Probably. But he's also never been a parent - he has no 
IDEA what kind of beast he's just awoken. YOU DON'T FUCK 
WITH THE CHILDREN!!! 

For the trilllonth time, I really have to ask, how did we 
end up with him and Trottel as leaders of two of the most 
educated, powerful nations In the world??? Max asked. 

Boomers. The Me Generation set up all the dominoes 
that set us back two hundred years. 

You forget I'm a Boomer. 

No, you're a Burner...\ said, smiling. 

She laughed, we said our goodbyes, and I hit play on my 
song list. Manhunt by Karen Kamon started playing. I 
cranked it up, opened up the throttle, and started singing. 



As the sun disappeared over my right shoulder I pulled 
over to see where exactly I was. I changed my trajectory a 
bit to head southeast and continued driving, my goal being 
to get past the next town and settle in along a remote road 
until darkness offered its welcome protection. 

It all went smoothly and to plan. Phone on, login to 
Hisser, upload and post list of suggested leaders to see us 
through clean elections devoid of corruption and 
contemptable opposition research, where candidates were 
required to debate and actually answer questions and 
journalists did their jobs keeping them honest by fact 
checking their statements and exposing their lies. 

I reposted dozens of other people's posts. I followed 
dozens of new followers. And I replied to as many people 
who had sent comments to Carnyx as I could in the five 
minutes I'd allowed myself to be online. I noticed posts from 
Santo, Ryker, and Frangois. Between the three of them, they 
were working food lines in stadium parking lots, hauling 
food to Mexico, and running interference for Strikers being 
antagonized by Trottel supporters who felt empowered by 
Trottel's actions to come out and throw rocks and trash at 
Strikers. I reposted their posts as a private wink and a nod 
of solidarity. Then I shut down the phone, zipped it into a 
Faraday pouch for good measure because I trusted nothing 
that connects to the internet, and stowed it in one of the 
secret seat pockets in the back seats. 

I contacted Lexie and let her know I was about two and 
half hours out and heading home. She said the pub still had 
a few customers and Clementine and Alasdair were planning 
on sticking around until I got back. 

Okay. See you in a few hours, I said, and signed off. 

I nosed out of the little turn out and continued my 
southeasterly course towards the road that would take me 
northeast towards Edinburgh from where I'd wind my way 
west. 



I stopped at a red light as I began my trek northwards and 
noticed headlights approaching in the lane next to me. I 
knew them immediately - a Honda Civic Type R hatchback 
born circa 2007. The car rolled to a stop in the lane to my 
left. His being a right-hand drive model, he was sitting 
inches from me in my left-hand drive car. I turned my head 
and smiled at him and his little red rocket. He gave me a 
once over and looked like he was trying to work out what the 
hell kind of badge-less bastard of a car I was driving. I 
revved my engine and the exhaust burbled a response. His 
baby face broke into a grin. I turned up Britney's Piece of 
Me, the light dropped, and we rocketed off into the dark. I 
beat him off the line and through the intersection. As soon 
my speedo indicated I'd hit the speed limit for the road, I 
backed off and let him pass me - fun had been had, a point 
had been made, all was right with the world. For real? Are 
you kiddin' me? You want a piece of mel I thought with a 
smile as he jetted past. In the glow of the streetlights, I 
caught his plate number - Elix3r - and a sticker emblazoned 
across the top of his rear window that read, Amrita Car Club. 

Britney and I continued along our route until she gave 
way to a block of Lady Gaga. LoveGame faded. Just Dance 
played into Starstruck, and Luka ate up the miles. 

As I passed an empty soccer field I noticed a group of 
cars, headlights aglow in its parking lot. Luka and I blew by 
fairly fast, but I was pretty sure I'd seen a Civic-shaped flash 
of red. Elix3r and his club. I wondered what they had 
planned for the evening. The usual bragging, boasting, and 
burned rubber? Or were they up to something a little more 
relevant to the day's activities? I hoped for the latter. If we 
could all just work together to reclaim our lives - there'd be 
plenty of time for adrenaline-injected quarter miles and 
mythic track days; if we didn't, if we didn't keep pushing, 
we 'd lose it all. 

A few minutes later I was outside of Edinburgh. Traffic got 
a little busier, even on the smaller roads I was sticking to in 



order to avoid cameras. I scanned every car that passed me 
heading the opposite direction and that passed me just to 
go faster. I watched to see if anyone flipped a sudden U-turn 
in the median or pulled in front of me and sat there like a 
leading tail. 

I knew Luka stood out in a sea of cars that all looked the 
same. But like me, she was old and not wearing the 
trimmings that screamed wealth, so she was discounted as a 
clunker of no significance by most people. I knew her shape 
would stand out to anyone looking for her, but I also knew 
she was my best chance at getting my job done and getting 
home safe. 

I noticed a car that had passed me a while back stopped 
on the shoulder with its hazard lights on. I kept my eyes on 
it in my rearview mirror after I drove past. My heart fell as I 
saw it pull off the shoulder and join traffic again. 

You're just being paranoid, I told myself. 

I saw the car, a beige sedan, pass a couple cars and tuck 
in one car behind me. 

Okay, iet's see what your game is, I thought as I killed 
my headlights and flipped my fuse breaker to kill my brake 
lights. I pulled out into the fast lane and gunned it. Luka 
and I flew into the blackness broken up by other drivers' 
lights. 

The sedan pulled out and came screaming after me. 

It would never catch me as long as I didn't have to slow 
down for traffic or stop lights, but I couldn't risk it. Plus, I 
was sure the driver had probably called for some sort of 
backup by now and I could run into a trap at any minute. 
You can't outrun a radio! ran through my mind. 

I needed a way to disappear. I couldn't let them catch up 
to me or follow me home. 

My brain did what no computer could ever do - access 
decades of life experience and knowledge and come up with 
a plan. 

I could just grasp the Thought Stone with my middle 
finger as the stone rested on the base of my left palm. 



Max! I'm being followed. / think it's Duke's people. It's 
not police. I need you to find the phone number of the 
owner of a red Honda Civic, UK plate ElixSr. Call him. Tell 
him the old lady in the black car that smoked his ass earlier 
needs his help. Tell him to bring the whole Club and anyone 
else he can wrangle. / need them to help me disappear. I'm 
heading back to the soccer field where I saw them not too 
long ago. Tell them to wait for me there! 

Okay. I'm on it, she said. 

Somehow, I knew they'd help me and somehow Max knew 
to trust my instincts. Was it because they were car people 
or could it be The Orb pieces. Am / subconsciously jacking 
into The Thought Stone? \ wondered. 

How far away from them are you? asked Max, 
interrupting my thought. 

Probably fifteen, maybe twenty minutes at this speed. I 
spied a dark patch of road with no cars coming up in 
seconds. I had to take advantage of it. Tve got to go, I said. 

I released the Stone, hit my brakes, downshifted to 
second, pulled my e-brake, cranked the steering wheel to 
the right, and pivoted on my right wheels through the 
median right into the fast lane heading the other direction. I 
moved over one lane to put more distance between me and 
the northbound traffic and sped past the beige sedan who 
was still heading north. I didn't think he'd seen me, but 
there was every chance one of his cronies would be flooding 
in from other locations and see me. You can't outrun a 
radio! ran through my head again. 

“Oh, do shut up!" I hollered at myself. 

I slithered past cars, trying to stay out of their headlights, 
until I made it back to the soccer field. I held my breath as I 
waited to see if Elix3r and his friends were still there. 

The lot was empty. They were gone. 

“Shit!" I said and slapped the steering wheel. 

My brain started flipping through options. I parked in the 
darkest corner of the lot, hidden behind a hedge. I got out 



and unbolted my license plates from my bumpers. I wasn't 
stopping for anyone tonight, but if they caught up with me 
there was no way I was leading them back to my family. I 
was going to have to find a way to ditch Luka and get home. 

I heard an engine approaching and hustled back to the 
driver's seat. I'd only be invisible until headlights hit me. I 
inched up to the entrance and stopped. If anyone entered 
they'd be running a perpendicular line to the one I was one. 
I'd wait until the car pulled into the driveway of the lot, 
shoot forward and make a hard left out of the lot and try to 
get lost. Easier said than done in a town you don't know, 
my brain reminded me. 

It was another sedan. A grey one this time. I knew the 
make and model, but honestly, it could have been one of a 
dozen cars. Remember when cars were cooi? When they 
were unique? my brain asked, obviously trying to distract 
itself from stress overload. 

It didn't turn into the lot, it drove past the driveway, but 
then I saw its rear lights get brighter - he was braking. My 
gut told me he was coming back to check the lot. 

I held steady. He nosed in. I could have t-boned him and 
probably killed him, but it would have killed Luka and 
stranded both her and me. I considered using the Death 
Stone. I saw his face. I reached for the obsidian with my 
right hand. What if he's innocent! my brain screamed. I 
waited until he was in the lot far enough to not be blocking 
the narrow entrance and touched the Thought Stone. 

Where is that asshoie? I'm taking down Carnyx. I want 
that reward! I'm going to find that car and beat the names 
of his little posse right out of him! And then I'm going to 
beat them ail into haggis filling. 

“So, not innocent then?" I whispered to myself in the dark 
as I reached for the obsidian. I squeezed his heart. I 
reached out with my mind and squeezed his heart until it 
was pudding. I let go of the Death Stone and pulled my road 
map from the seat pocket of the passenger seat. I paused to 
consider how much I didn't care about the corpse in the 



sedan rolling slowly across the lot. Is this how serial killers 
feel? I have zero remorse. Ah fuck it! The guy was going to 
torture you and your family and friends if he found them. If 
this makes you a serial killer, so be it, I thought as I watched 
the car gently crash into a low retaining wall on the other 
side of the lot. 

My brain reminded me that the responsible thing would 
be to shut down his engine and search him and his car for 
any communication devices or intel to see what Duke knows 
and how many people are hunting us. 

“It's like having two people in one brain!" I said aloud to 
myself, backing Luka across the lot so I'd be facing out and 
not have to waste time turning around should anyone else 
join us. Do I control my brain or does it control me? Who is 
I? I decide what to wear and where to drive, but I didn't just 
think of examining this asshole's car. I mean I did, but not 
consciously, not like when I decided to end him. 

"Get a grip, Laura!" I told myself as I stopped next to 
Duke's minion. Maybe not the time to be existentially 
analyzing life right now, my brain chided ironically. 

I pulled a pair of disposable gloves from my glove box, 
opened the door of the car straining to go forward, shoved 
him over so he was laying across the front seats, popped the 
car into park and turned off the ignition. Medical examiner 
is going to have a fun time with this one, I thought, 
imagining how the post mortem would read. "No trauma to 
body, but heart looks like it's been run over by a car." 

With the car safely stopped, I patted the guy down 
looking for a cell phone. I had to pull him back up and sit 
him upright in his seat to finish the frisk. As I did, I noticed a 
phone in one of the cup holders between the two front seats. 

I picked it up so that my hands covered both front and 
back cameras. I tapped the home button to wake up the 
phone. It was locked, but it didn't ask for a passcode. Facia! 
recognition or finger print? I wondered. 

I picked up his right hand and started trying individual 
fingers. Nothing. I tried the left thumb and voilal He had 



received messages from multiple numbers discussing Luka 
and seeing her. Five people seemed to be local and were 
ordered by a sixth to converge on the area to apprehend 
Carnyx. Someone claiming to still be heading north - Beige 
Sedan, I assumed - said he would be pulling off soon 
because he'd lost me. Grey Sedan didn't even know he'd 
found me, he was just driving around his 'hood in case I 
doubled back since this is where I'd been picked up by 
Beige Sedan. 

According to the texts, three other cars were out looking 
for Luka. 

Max, it's me. I'm safe for now. I never found the Elix3r 
guy, but I've got some news. 

I told her about Grey Sedan, his phone, and the texts. I 
looked in the backseat and trunk but found nothing else of 
any use. I didn't see any point in pulling his wallet from his 
back pocket, but offered to do so if Max wanted the info. 

No, it's fine. Just give me the numbers of all the people 
texting about you and Luka and I'll plug them into our 
system to see what we can see. Duke must have mobilized 
people after the post you did the other day. He must have 
had people ready to patrol any area where the Carnyx 
Hisser account accessed the internet. 

When Grey Sedan here rolled in, he was thinking 
something about a reward. 

That makes sense. I'm sure Duke has a nice slush fund 
from which to offer finders fees to anyone who sees Luka or 
brings you in. With the internet and some cash, you can 
buy an army of tattletales. Now what are those phone 
numbers? I want to see who we're dealing with. 

I read her off the numbers, locked the screen, and put the 
phone back in the cup holder. 

/ did get ahold of that ElixSr boy after doing a little 
background check on him. He and his crew are in the area, 
probably driving around looking for you. He and the kids he 
runs with have been part of non-violent vandalism events in 



and around Edinburgh. They're local students, mechanics, 
and other working-class kids. No poseurs in the mix. Do 
you want me to call them and tell them where you are? 
asked Max. 

/ think you better. I've got at least three other people out 
there searching for me. I've got to try to get home with 
Luka or find a place to hide her. I can't go to anyone I know, 
it would put them in danger if I'm spotted. I either need a 
disguise for Luka or a cave no one knows about. 

I'll call the kids. I bet they can help. 

What are you going to tell them about who I am? I asked. 

Well, my guess is, they think I'm Carnyx - I mean, how 
else did / get their number? I'm sure they assume you're 
one of my people. But you've got your little stones, you can 
find out exactly what they know and decide what to do 
about It since It's your face they're going to see. Okay, sit 
tight. Let me make a call. Give me three minutes and then 
check in with me. 

Will do, I said, and let go of the stone. 

I wanted to contact Lexie and let her know what was 
going on, but that part of my brain I don't really control was 
all, Don't you dare! You 'll just worry everyone! 

I sat in my driver's seat by the exit with the engine 
running, ready to bolt, but waiting to see what Max would 
report. Three minutes of waiting while scavengers are 
circling, feels like hours. 

What's the word. Max? I asked as the clock on my stereo 
changed to 10:37. 

They're coming back to the parking lot for you. They're 
about five minutes out. They've got a plan it seems, she 
said, hiding something from me and chuckling about it. 

You're laughing? My ass is hanging out in the breeze and 
you're laughing? 

Sorry. I'm sorry. Let's Just say Luka is going to get a 
makeover, she said stifling a laugh. But I have other news. 
Lucille ran reports on the three people still searching for 



you. One is the Beige Sedan guy - it's a Toyota by the way, 
there's another guy who owns and is probabiy driving a 
white Audi sedan, and third number is that of the guy who 
seems to be coordinating the search - probabiy one of 
Duke's guys. He's currentiy in Waies. We know who they aii 
are and we are tracking their iocations. You're not in any 
imminent danger, if that changes, I've toid ElixSr I'ii caii 
him since I can't caii you. 

I've got headlights pulling into the lot, I told her. It's 
them. I recognize the red Civic. Okay, I'm out. I'll keep you 
posted. Please don't tell Lexie, Jesse, Alasdair, or 
Clementine what's going on - I don't want them to worry 
unless there's something to really worry about. 

No problem. 

Over and out, I said and let go of the Thought Stone as 
Elix3r pulled up beside me. 


“We meet again," he said with a huge grin. 

“I hear you're going to give my girl a makeover," I 
retorted. 

“Herbert Schafer won't even recognize her," he said, 
summoning the ghost of her lead designer. “So here's the 
sitch. We need to get you back to the shop without you 
being seen. That friend of yours I've been talking to says 
we're in the clear for now, says they're tracking the phones 
of the people after you and they're safely out of the area, 
but to be safe, I want you to run without lights and avoid 
using your brakes as much as possible. We're going to 
swarm you. Keep you inside a circle of our cars with our 
lights out so we don't light you up." 

“I can run with no lights, including brakes if you all can 
anticipate my speed. I can disable my light fuses," I said. 

“You're full of surprises," he said with new respect. 

You have no idea. Sparky, I thought as I smiled. 

“Do I need to know anything about that grey sedan over 
there?" he asked, jerking his thumb in its direction. 



“Nope. In fact, you and your friends never saw it." 

“That works. Okay, I'm going to take lead. You stay on 
my tail like stink on cheese and let my crew do what they 
do. We've got a fifteen-minute ride. You ready?" 

“Let's roll," I said, gesturing for him to lead the way. 

We owned the streets. The seven of us moved like a 
single being along empty roads, darkened and controlled by 
friendly hands. 

Two in the front, one on each side, and two behind us, 
they surrounded Luka and me. As we drove, street lights 
anticipated our arrival and turned off, and red lights turned 
green. As eerie as it was, my brain kept my adrenaline and 
cortisol in check because it knew it was probably Max 
tracking the location of Elix3r's cell phone and anticipating 
his route a block at time towards his garage - which I was 
sure they knew the location of because of the Augustine 
Survey files. I wondered for a minute of my new friends had 
worked out what was going on...Of course they have, said 
my brain. 

Fifteen minutes later our black hole convoy arrived at a 
warehouse in an industrial section of town. A metal door 
rolled up and I followed Elix3r's Civic inside followed single 
file by the other five cars. We drove a full city block deep 
into the space, guided by yellow parking lights glowing from 
cars parked on either side of us. 

In my rearview mirror, I saw the garage door close, 
shutting out the street lights outside. Hopefully Duke's 
spies didn't notice the trail created by the lights going out - 
it will lead them right to us, I thought. Oh shut up. Max 
wouldn't have done that if she thought there was anyone 
else nearby, my brain argued. I'm sure she wouldn't, but 
she can't know everything about who's around, especially 
from thousands of miles away, I spat back at myself. 



I counted at least fifteen cars facing us from both sides of 
the lane down which we drove - at least thirty more people 
here, I brain calculated. 

We drew to a stop and someone flipped a switch flooding 
the room with bright, white light. Elix3r climbed out of his 
Civic in a bay on my left, and my five other escorts powered 
down their cars in bays on either side of me. 

Luka and I sat in the center aisle facing a lift, a wall of 
tools hung on pegboards above red, blue, and green metal 
chests of drawers. Upon closer inspection, I noticed the 
walls behind the individual car bays that ran down the aisle 
toward the garage door were lined with perfectly organized 
tools, tool chests, fenders, bumpers, rims, license plates, and 
shelves of oil, grease, water pumps, hoses, belts, and neatly 
folded shop rags. It was as if Willy Wonka had designed a 
garage - anything you could imagine arranged just so. 

I opened Luka's door and stepped out having no idea 
what to expect as Elix3r approached. 

“Arjan," he said with a British-tinged Indian accent, 
extending his hand to introduce himself. 

“Sheila," I said offering my own had, unsure if I was lying 
for my own protection or his. 

“These are my friends," said my host, gesturing at over 
three dozen people gathering around Luka, Arjan, and 
myself. 

I lifted my hand for a timid wave and smiled as I turned in 
a circle and made eye contact with most of them. A grin 
escaped my lips as my brain counted the number of women 
in the group - at least twenty. Without intending to, I also 
absorbed the makes, models, and general years of the cars 
in the garage. No exotics or hypercars, no enormous spoilers 
or beefy big blocks - just older, average commuter cars 
tuned and retrofitted to lure in and eat newer Porsches and 
Beemers for dinner. In my immediate vicinity, I spied a 
couple of Minis, a Corolla and an RX-7 both easily as old as 
Luka, at least one Evo, a couple WRXs, at least three 



generations of Civics, a Merkur XR4Ti, a Mkl Scirocco, a new 
Golf R, a circa 2011 Mazdaspeed 3 hatchback, and a couple 
Ford Focus RSes. I almost felt sorry for the fools who took on 
this crowd. Almost. 

“Well Sheila," said Arjan, pronouncing my name as if he 
wasn't quite sure it fit me, "We'd best get to work. I'm 
thinking Gremlin..." he said walking around Luka. 

"As in the car?" I asked, trying to remember if Garth and 
Wayne had driven a Gremlin or a Pacer. 

"Well he doesn't mean the furry little creature you're not 
supposed to feed after midnight," said a voice next to me. 

I fought the urge to ask the question that had always 
plagued me about that movie - When exactly is "after 
midnight"? 12:05 am? 2 a.m.? Noon? Isn't every time 
technically after midnight??? Instead I said, "Well that's a 
relief, driving around in a furry car would be the opposite of 
blending in." 

It took a heartbeat for her to digest what I'd said and 
imagine a car dressed as a Gremlin, but a huge smile broke 
across her face and she snorted a stifled chuckle. 

"Shabana," she said, offering her hand to shake mine. 

"Sheila," I said taking her hand. 

"So, you work for them?" she asked, folding her arms 
across her chest as we watched her people swarm around 
Luka. 

"Them?" I asked. 

"You're older than I expected. Are you all so old?" 

"Some of my friends are old enough to be your 
grandparents, or even great-grandparents," I said, smiling 
and folding my own arms across my own chest and leaning 
back against a column. 

"That sounds about right," she said, tilting her head to 
appraise my car through the crowd. "Most of my generation 
thinks playing video games and knowing how to use a smart 
phone to transfer money between apps means they're 
smarter than everyone else. Problem is, they have no idea 
how anything actually works...Don't do that, you'll ruin the 



paint!” she said suddenly, raising her voice at someone near 
Luka and walking towards the crowd. 

I was like a sixth toe - not really offending anyone, but 
definitely not needed and a little in the way. I spied a 
balcony above two of the bays across from me and ventured 
out to find a way up. 

There was a small kitchen, complete with fridge, stove, 
and microwave; a huge wooden table bordered by equally 
long benches all made from what looked like old garage 
doors, and in a corner sat a smaller felt-topped hexagonal 
game table surrounded by folding chairs. 

I sat on one of the benches with my back to the room so I 
could watch the action below and put my hand on the 
Thought Stone. 

Lexie, it's Mom. 

Where are you? she asked, a little panicked. 

I'm fine, but there's been a delay, I said trying to keep 
the details from her. 

/ can tell when you're hiding things. What the hell is 
happening? 

It's fine. I ran into a little trouble, but I'm safe and 
working on a way to get home. 

What kind of trouble? she prodded. 

The kind that you don't want to know about and your dad 
doesn't need to know about. Just let it be for now. I'll tell 
you everything when this Is all over. Tell your dad I'm 
running late, trying to be safe, whatever. I'll let you know 
when I'm on my way so you know when to expect me. 

You better tell me everything when you get home! Don't 
forget, / know where you keep all The Orb pieces - I have no 
problem using them on you! she said more scared than 
angry. 

/ will. / promise. I've got to go and check on the results 
of posting the list of leaders. Have you heard anything? 

It's all over HIsser and the news. People are debating 
Carnyx's choices. But there haven't been any resignations 



announced or anything like that. 

Well, I'm gonna check in with Congress, Parliament, and 
Pennsylvania and Downing Streets to see if there's any 
movement. 

K, was all she said and I released the Thought Stone. 

I heard discussion from below but still couldn't quite 
make out what they were going to do to Luka. They were 
scavenging parts from other areas of the garage and 
collecting them in a bay beneath me. They obviously had a 
plan and I had work to do. 

Why the hell did they pick her to be the President? 
bellowed the Congressman from California in a violent 
whisper. 

I'd tapped in on a meeting being held in a field. They 
were literally standing amongst rows of chest-high green 
corn talking in whispers. 

All I could think was, Serves you right, assholes! You had 
no problem screwing over citizens for decades - raping our 
private lives for profit and power. Now you have to hide out 
in a corn field, getting your shoes all muddy and getting 
chewed on by bugs, to try to escape the tracking, 
eavesdropping beast you created...You can't escape me, 
Jerkwads! 

Seriously? There should be an IQ test before you can run 
for government office, said another Congressman from 
California. They picked her because she's in the Cabinet. 
It's a legitimate succession allowing all members of 
Congress to resign and not create an opportunity for the last 
guy in the Capitol to claim Speaker of the House. And they 
probably picked her specifically because she's the least 
offensive of Trottel's sewage tank and it'll shatter all the 
drama around America's first female President - she'll be 
the first one, for like a month. Any woman who runs in the 



election will have to campaign knowing she'll be the second 
female President of America. It removes the whole "honor 
of being the first" thing from the equation, and smacks the 
women-haters in this country upside the head at the same 
time. It's kind of brilliant, he said smugly. 

Well that's all fan-fiipping-tastic, but if we don't come up 
with a plan, the whole country, and the UK too, which seems 
to be taking its cues from us, will be at the mercy of ten or 
fifteen of the worst human beings on earth, said a 
Congresswoman from New York. After Trottel's failed 
attempts at forcing people, literally at gun point, back to 
work and school, we have to use the momentum to force a 
wholesale resignation from Congress. Anything less is 
failure. 

Agreed, said a Congressman from Texas. There's only one 
way I can see. Every member who is with us has to go 
public and expose the parasites hanging on hoping to keep 
Trottel in power. We need to stand on the steps of the 
Capitol Building and tell the world we're willing to resign but 
can't because to do so would hand a quorum to the 
remaining statesmen and women. We have to shame them 
into resigning with us. We need the media to show up, we 
need the civilian Strikers to show up, and we need the 
military Strikers to show up to stand with us. 

How many do you think we have willing to resign? asked 
the second Congressman from California. 

Out of the total 535 members, my guess is about four 
hundred would resign right now if they could be assured the 
other one hundred thirty-five wouldn't try to take over the 
country and protect Trottel, said the gentlewoman from New 
York. / think our best bet is to convince those four hundred 
Congress members to very publically announce they are 
going to disappear to prevent a quorum, if we can get more 
than 218 House Reps and more than 51 Senators to hole up 
somewhere, we can cripple Congress. They won't be able to 
form a quorum of active members of either house and the 
machine will grind to a halt. Basically, Congress will go on 



strike until the rest of both Houses agree to resign to meet 
the demands of the American public. 

You know where I stand, said the man from Texas, but I 
have to play Devil's Advocate, what about the rights of the 
people who don't agree with the Strike? The ones who like 
things the way they are? They ones who elected Trottel and 
his two masters? Don't we risk further dividing the country 
if we ignore them? 

The woman from New York held back a sigh but rolled her 
eyes internally before answering, Someone has to be the 
adult in the room. Someone has to look at the big picture 
and have the balls to say, NO! to twelve-year-olds who want 
to drink and drive, fifteen-year-olds who want to inhale 
chemical cocktails, and parents who want to let their seven- 
year-olds carry guns in the backpacks to school. The role of 
government isn't to enable the worst of humanity to infringe 
the rights of the whole community, it's to protect the 
community from the worst of humanity, if that pisses of a 
few people - that's just too damn bad. I believe the 
majority of Americans want action, they want peace and 
security. They're sick of the chaos the media stirs up, 
they're sick of the insanity of electing the same type of 
people to lead them, they're sick of lobbyists buying votes 
while average Americans can't get their voices heard by the 
people they elect. The system is broken and it's because 
we failed out our jobs. We worry about pissing off farmers 
or Boomers so we financially cripple Millennials and their 
older siblings - Gen X, we worry that corporate executives 
and union bosses won't support our campaigns so we allow 
the abuse of the citizens who we're supposed to protect and 
defend. If a bunch of scaredy-cat bigots want to go ail 
wailie-wailie, she said, doing jazz hands over her head, 
about us refusing to allow ourselves to be corrupted any 
longer - then let 'em. 

Her three compatriots digested her words. I could feel 
their brains begin to overheat at the notion of listening to 
the voices of the people instead of the legion of lobbyists 



who bought their way into their offices everyday with favors, 
called-in chits, and straight up bribes. All four of them rolled 
the notion of being free from extortion and quid-pro-quos 
around their mental palates and liked the taste - free to vote 
their conscience, not indebted to anyone... 

/ suggest we don't amass on the steps of the Capitol 
because it leaves the door open for our adversaries to try to 
push through legislation against our movement using our 
attendance against us to force a vote, said the first 
California Congressman thoughtfully. 

Agreed, we need to choose another location to make our 
stand, then we need to get those four hundred organized. 
Immediately! sa\6 the second Californian. 

The Statue of Liberty? Rush more? Boston Harbor? threw 
out the man from Texas. 

The four stood in the field looking to the sky and their 
shoes for inspiration. 

Of course, said the woman from New York, drawing the 
attention of her three peers. Back to where it all began, she 
said grinning as the idea grew on her more and more. 

As she pulled papers containing contact information for 
the members of Congress she felt would be most inclined to 
join their rebellion, she told her collaborators where 
everyone should assemble. 

We've each got a list of one hundred, she continued, if 
Trottel gets wind of this he'll tattle to the two Senators who 
control him and the three of them will enlist Merchant and 
Duke to bully, intimidate, threaten, and water board every 
single Congress member into submission. 

Each one scanned their list. In the moment, I wished 
brains had the ability to screenshot images the eyeballs see, 
but I got the gist of the lists. It was easier to grasp the one 
hundred and thirty-five members who weren't on it - pretty 
much everyone from Louisiana, Mississippi, Alabama, 
Georgia, and the Carolines, plus a smattering of members 
from Ohio, Indiana, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Kansas, and 
states west. The usual suspects, I thought with an eye roll. 



They nodded in complete understanding both of the 
appropriateness of the meeting location and the need to 
keep the whole scheme off the radar of Trottel and his Ring. 

I smiled at what had to be a reference to Boss Tweed's 
Ring of corruption, graft, abuse and lies. Leave it to a New 
Yorker to see the correiation. Too bad we don't have our 
own Thomas Nast, I thought, thinking how pathetic our 
mainstream media machine is. Too bad we don't iearn from 
history, I thought with a shake of the head. 

They decided that a phone tree approach was the best 
way to reach everyone quickly. Each of them would pick five 
from the list and convince them to join them the following 
day, those five would get five assigned to them and so on. 
They settled on a time - noon the next day. A “High Noon" 
showdown appealed to the Texan and no one could argue 
the symbolism. Each of them also agreed to contact as 
many reporters as they knew to tease an end-to-the-Strike 
press conference for noon the next day. And lastly, they 
agreed they'd reach out to as many Strikers on Hisser and 
ask them to join them under the guise of negotiating an end 
to the Strike. If they could keep a lid on it, Trottel would just 
think His Congress was doing their job, obeying his orders to 
get everyone back to work. The Strikers and reporters who 
showed up would be in for the surprise of their lives when 
four hundred or so members of Congress vowed, en masse, 
to bring the government to its knees and promised to 
support the Strikers' Demands going forward. 

Let's just hope it forces the remaining members to 
resign, they each thought, shuddering at the alternative. 

I let go of the Thought Stone and touched it again, this 
time to caii Max. 

Max, they're going for it. They're going to try to get a 
mass resignation organized. 



Congress?she asked. 

Yeah. I've not checked in with the Supremes yet. 
Congress is the first domino. Once it goes, the rest should 
fail, right? 

You'd think. Okay, what's their plan? How can we help? 

I don't know how you can help, I said, and explained what 
I'd learned. 

It's good they're doing this fast, she said, beginning a 
stream of consciousness planning session with herself, if 
Trottel or his two Senator puppet masters get wind of this, 
it'll be open season on the families and friends of anyone 
who even considered resigning, and they know it. The best 
thing I think we can do is show up and witness. Make it 
clear there will be no end to the Strike until all of Congress 
resigns. I'll contact your friend Tara and see if she can 
mobilize her people. The media should follow if the Military 
Strikers show up anywhere in large numbers. There are 
Burners inside the telecom companies, there are Burners 
everywhere - like pathogens, waiting for a vulnerability or a 
weakness to provide an opportunity. The nobodies are 
going to finally have their day. Karma is coming in for a 
landing. Thanks to Carnyx and Hummingbird, they can 
access the systems without exposing themselves and try to 
protect the communications of the congress members as 
they organize. We've cut off Augustine and a lot of the 
intelligence community and law enforcement access to their 
smorgasbord of eavesdropping tools, but we keep finding 
new snooping companies every day - luckily, they stick out 
like sore thumbs now that we've quieted a lot of the noisier 
offenders. So much for ail those special relationships we've 
elected our politicians to curry - our alleged friends are even 
more dangerous than our supposed enemies. 

She seemed to remember I was there and snapped out of 
her thoughts. You get yourself safely home, we'll take over 
from here. Check in with me in an hour or so and / can let 
you know if we're seeing activity from these four congress 
members and if Tara will be able to organize a showing. 



Okay, I said. Looks like my car will be done soon, I said, 
peering over the ledge of the balcony at what could only be 
described as a car dress being lowered over Luka. 

The crowd stood back to admire their work as I made my 
way down the stairs 

I made my way to Arjan's side and took in the atrocious 
'70's glory. My gorgeous, Black Beauty had been 
transformed into a poop-brown Frankenstein's monster of 
1970's compact car fails - she looked to be part Pacer, part 
Gremlin, and maybe part Pinto. The mustard-yellow and 
dirt-brown pinstripes down the sides added the piece de 
resistance. It was hilarious. 

“I don't even know what to say," I said, taking in their 
eager faces. They stood around like children presenting 
Mom with their homemade birdhouse on her birthday - 
waiting for her to love it. I knew that feeling so well, even at 
nearly fifty I still just wanted ONCE for my parents to like 
something I'd done, to like ME...but this wasn't about me. I 
remembered my grey hair and my wrinkles and realized I 
was old enough to be all their mothers, and as a member of 
the sisterhood of mothers, it was my duty to make this whole 
team feel appreciated for what they'd just accomplished - 
because it was truly amazing, even though it was 
intentionally uglier than sin! 

"This is unbelievable," I said, touring around Luka and 
absorbing what they'd managed to accomplish. "You made 
a mask for a car! A whole car! In like, an hour!" I noticed 
tiny fuzzy dice hanging from the rearview mirror and 
cracked a huge grin. "You all are real life magicians!" I said, 
as I stuck my head into her open window and peered at the 
gap I could see between Luka's body and her mask. 

"You'll have to Dukes of Hazzard it," said Shabana coming 
up beside me and pointing out that the shell didn't have the 
ability to let me open Luka's doors, "but this should get you 
safely wherever you need to go. We used shop towels and 
foam squares to create bumpers separating the shell from 



the car, and it's tied down to the frame underneath with 
rubberized hooks and ratchet-straps - as long as you don't 
drive too fast, it will barely move. When you get to your 
destination, just follow these instructions to remove the 
shell," she said handing me a diagram detailing were the 
hooks were attached and a simple rope-and-pulley system to 
lift off the shell. 

I didn't know what the cultural protocols were and I didn't 
care - I gave her a big hug and started thanking all them 
individually. What they'd managed to pull off had made the 
difference between me getting home safely with my car 
versus having to abandon her and spend my life worrying 
about her being found and tracked back to me. 

"Thank you all so much," I said. "Never has anything so 
ugly looked so beautiful. I really don't know how to repay 
you," I said, standing by my driver's side door and turning to 
speak to all of them. 

"You don't have to repay us," said Arjan, stepping forward 
to hand me my car key. "Carnyx takes care of its own, 
right?" he said with a smile. "We're all Carnyx," he said 
loudly. 

"We're all Carnyx," shouted the group of people I'd 
moments before thought of as kids, but who I realized were 
the same as me...age, gender, skin color, religious beliefs - 
none of it mattered. We all wanted the same thing - 
freedom to live our lives without fear, and we all had 
individual strengths and powers that combined could make 
it possible. 

"You need to go now," said Arjan. "I heard from your 
friend. She said it's clear for you to leave and that no 
images of you arriving here were taken. She said you should 
go home and contact her when you get there." 

I detected something behind his words, something he 
wasn't telling me, but I didn't want to press him in front of 
the crowd. 

"Thank you all again," I said, grabbing the oh shit handle 
inside Luka's door and sliding my legs through her open 



window. “I hope we all get to meet again,” I said sitting in 
her window frame. 

I slid in and turned over her engine. The lights in the 
shop went out and we were plunged into to near total 
darkness save for the dim glow of yellow parking lights 
illuminating the aisle. The garage door opened at the far 
end and I waved goodbye as I drove out, alone, into the 
night. 

As I drove through town in my Tiny Turd as I'd come to 
think of Luka's alter ego, I touched the Thought Stone. 

Carnyx gave me the details on the locals working against 
us trying to keep the current regime in power. It's time 
everyone knows exactly who their neighbors are and who's 
getting paid to rat them out, Arjan said, shaking a can of 
spray paint. Who's up for a little vandalism tonight? Who 
wants to let them know they can't betray us then hide 
safely inside their homes? 

The pounding started softly, hands on wood and 
fiberglass fenders, then it grew louder and louder as metal 
tools clanged on metal chests and cement floors and plastic 
buckets. It was primitive, it was tribal, it was coming for the 
abusers. 

I'd pulled a few images of what Arjan had in mind for the 
betrayers and decided against telling Max to call them off. 
Quite a few people would be waking up to images of rats 
spray painted on their driveways, cars, and homes - but 
there would be no violence and no destruction that would 
terrify local children...just a warning that the community 
knew who the rats were and would be watching. 

As I drove, I ruminated on the freedom the younger 
generations have to speak up and speak out. The kids, as I 
thought of the men and women I'd just left behind at the 
garage due to their proximity in age to my own kid, have 
the, as my old ass saw it, luxury of not giving a crap what 
others think. I recalled my own teens and twenties - I'd 



given zero rips if I pissed off a boss or a customer at a tabie, 
I didn't iose any sieep over anything other than a coupie of 
guys breaking up with me because I refused to do anai or 
coke. But boy howdy how things changed when I had a kid, 
and then a mortgage, and then two car payments and 
muitipie insurance premiums - suddeniy Jesse and I had 
found ourseives terrified of iosing our Jobs to the point we 
toierated abuse from bosses and co-workers, and kept our 
mouths shut when we witnessed incompetence, negiigence, 
and maifeasance. The fear of not having enough money to 
keep a roof over your chiidren's heads or food in their beiiies 
or antibiotics in the medicine cabinet is the most powerfui 
tooi wieided by poiiticians and empioyers - and they know 
it, and they abuse it to hide disgusting behavior. I could feel 
my heart beat a little faster as I recalled the years we spent 
worrying about layoffs, property tax bills, and college 
tuition. But my mind reminded me that Lexie had found her 
independence and that we had our little nest egg of a pub. 
No one controiied us anymore. I relaxed and felt more like 
twenty-one-year-old me - and I liked it. Twenty-five years of 
biting our tongues and working for scraps whiie peopie 
higher up the food chain got rewarded for biaming their 
disastrous business decisions on patsies hadn't broken us, 
but it had definiteiy given us PT5D. Life shouidn't be this 
hard, I thought. We shouid work hard, sure, but we shouid 
be free. Free to speak our minds, free to expose abuse, free 
to be safe in our own skins. Somewhere aiong the timeiine 
of history, those in power reaiized if they hung the Sword of 
Damocies over the peopie they couid invert the effect and 
benefit twofoid - first, they wouid remove the danger to 
themseives and second, they couid terrorize the citizenry 
into submissive obedience. Chiidren of four and five waiked 
around with their own tiny swords dangiing from a horse 
hair above their tiny heads - taik back in kindergarten and 
get sent to an isoiation room to soii yourseif, kiss the cheek 
of a friend on the piayg round and get suspended; and it Just 
gets worse and worse as kids work their way through high 



school...But then there's the day the window of freedom 
opens - Graduation Day! You're an adult, you're young and 
healthy, you don't need much - just a couch to sleep on and 
a bit of food. You think you're invincible and can do 
anything. But then you get pregnant and the window slams 
shut - you're trapped again! They've got you back on their 
leash and can yank your choke chain anytime they want. 
How did we let it get to this point? I shook my head to 
vanquish the storm in my head. I turned on my stereo, 
waking up my iPod and turned up my volume as Christina 
Aguilera thanked her enemies for making her a Fighter. 

As I drowned in the base beat and the lyrics I wondered 
for the thousandth time how much of my chutzpah was 
because my enemies made me learn a little faster and made 
me that much stronger, and how much of it was DNA. What 
would I have been if Mom and Dad had made entirely 
different decisions as parents? 

Not wanting to chase what ifs down another rabbit hole, I 
turned down the stereo and let Lexie know I was on my way 
home and about an hour out. I told her to keep an eye out 
for me because she was going to want to see my new 
wheels. It took every ounce of concentration to keep the 
image of my wee Tiny Turd from seeping across our 
connection - I didn't want to ruin the surprise. 

I drove on into the dark with a smile on my face. Bob 
Seger put some Night Moves on me over my stereo and I 
relaxed into my seat, transported back to those decades 
when we still reveled in working on mysteries without any 
clues. Bob segued into Carly Simon's You're So Vain and I 
absent-mindedly began singing along, as one does when a 
song is part of their DNA. Right about the time the object of 
Carly's ire was with some underworld spy or with the wife of 
a close friend, I started thinking and suddenly wondered 
about the UK Parliament and whether the American 
Congress members would try contacting them to coordinate 
their activities. What is it about music that frees your brain 



to think? Is it that one section of it is so occupied with the 
rhythm and lyrics that the other part or parts can slip their 
yokes and start hooning around? 

I turned off the music and checked in with the 
Congresswoman from New York - the one who'd met earlier 
with three of her peers and who'd seen the pattern of 
absolute corruption that linked Bill Tweed and his Ring to 
Trottel and his cesspit. 

She was on a telephone, a landline in someone's home 
but not her own. She was telling someone that old friends 
and old technology will be the antidote to their countries 
persistent infections. 

I pulled an image from her mind of the woman to whom 
she was speaking and created my own conference call - 
muting my line of course. 

The accent of the Scottish First Minister and the 
Brooklyneese of her friend was music to my ears, but their 
discussion gave me goosebumps. 

You are all promising to disappear and shut down 
Congress if you can't convince the entire Congress to 
resign? You are standing with the people? asked the First 
Minister. 

That's right, noon tomorrow my time, about four hundred 
of us. You think you can manage a showing? Can you rally 
enough of Parliament to apply the same pressure to the PM 
and his mafia of dinner dub members and Eatonites? 
Etonians? What is it with the English and their boys' clubs? 
Why do they hate women so much? Did all the intelligent 
Englishmen immigrate to America and Australia, leaving 
behind the dumbest to marry their equally dumb cousins 
and fill the halls of Oxbridge and Parliament with their 
inbred offspring for generations? 

Must keep the blood blue, can't muddy it up with the 
blood of commoners and Yankees, spat the First Minister. 
But yes, I believe I can rally some support, she said 
thoughtfully. The SNP will be there obviously - they're done 



with grabbing their ankies for the pieasure of the Engiish. 
Labour wiii be mostiy onboard, and with a iittie heip, I can 
probabiy bring haif the Conservatives if for no other reason 
than they're getting an earfui from their constituents who 
are tired of Strikers, but don't want to see riots in the 
streets. We can vow to abstain from voting untii the 
Strikers' demands are met, but knowing the depths to which 
some of my feiiow MPs wiii sink, I don't know if it wiii be 
enough. The Brexit voters are going to have to threaten to 
fire their representatives and so far, they've not shown 
themseives to be particuiariy wiiiing to do anything but 
biame everyone for their probiems as opposed to hoiding 
them accountabie for their probiems. If the Brexit voters 
don't realize soon that they've been taken for a ride, I fear 
the UK will be forever changed, if this nation leaves the EU, 
Ireland will eventually become one nation under the 
Republic. Scotland will become independent. And England 
and Wales will be left to rely on their "Special Relationship" 
with America to survive. 

Divided we may fall, but perhaps something better will be 
rebuilt. Maybe your Journey will be different from ours, but 
the result may still be the same. A united Ireland and an 
independent Scotland sound like a foretold prophesy. Who 
knows, America may even have to divide to save itself from 
being ripped apart. Some of our Southern states are so 
intent on their bigotry that they might benefit from being 
their own country. They've spent so many decades 
reminiscing about the Old South - I wonder what they'd do if 
given their heads to recreate it... 

Rounding up African Americans and South Americans to 
enslave on their cotton farms will go well. I'm sure. It will be 
heady times for sure and the history will, as usual, be 
written with many different slants. I don't know what 
tomorrow will bring, but it's time to shake some trees and 
see what falls out because doing nothing has gotten us 
nothing but a raging skip fire. 



You mean dumpster fire, said Madam New York, poking an 
old friend with a decades-long language war they'd 
apparently been having. 

l-ther, replied the First Minister. 

E-ther, replied the Congresswoman. 

Good luck tomorrow, Old Friend, said the Scotswoman. 

To you too. Old Friend, said the Brooklynite. 

I drove along to the hum of Luka's tires and the purr of 
her engine, my brain churning like a swimming pool during 
an earthquake. 

That was it. We'd done all we could. Carnyx, Wick 
Burners, Strikers, and that rarest of creatures - politicians 
with scruples, had united to expose the systematic 
brainwashing and abuse of citizens for the benefit of 
corporate and political “leaders". We'd done our best to 
prove that a conspiracy had been perpetrated upon the 
world to wrest control from the majority and enrich the 
minority. We'd allowed ourselves to be divided over race, 
religion, gender, education, income, and location. We'd 
allowed ourselves to be turned into the personal piggy 
banks of politicians, educators, and executives through 
spiraling consumerism, exploding debt, and crippling fear. 

It all came down to Friday, August 2017...Would we 
break free of our yokes and work together to demand 
accountability, honesty, and integrity or would we continue 
to allow our societies to decline until we were easily scooped 
up by Double-headed Eagles and Dragons? 

Flummoxed by the seemingly infinite number of possible 
outcomes that could occur after noon EDT the following day, 
my brain overloaded and did what it always did - focus on 
simple numbers and start adding them looking for patterns 
or signs or myths. The time on the clock on my stereo - 1:39 
-H-3 -f9 = 13. Thirteen - an unlucky number. 1-1-3=4. isn't 
that an unlucky number in some cultures? my brain asked 
itself. August ll^h, 2017. 8 -f11-k2017= 2036. 



2+0 + 3 + 6=11. 1 + 1 = 2. We're number two! We're number 
two! Way to celebrate mediocrity! my brain shouted, 
quoting, or maybe paraphrasing, a scene from Whip It. 

I laughed at my own ridiculousness and turned my stereo 
back on. Half an hour to home and nothing I could be doing 
about anything. I had to face my own two-headed demon - 
a hatred of the unknown and a total lack of patience waiting 
for it to reveal itself. No better way to fight it than music. Jill 
Andrews had my back with Tell That Devil. I cranked up the 
volume and rolled on into the witching hour. 


The whole gang was waiting in the kitchen for me. 

Over my own brew of hot chocolate and sherry-barrel- 
aged whisky, and a box of Clementine's flaky, gooey, fruity, 
chocolaty concoctions; I told them everything. And took 
them to the garage to see Luka where we had a mask raising 
party involving ropes, rafters, and raucous laughter. 



Chapter LI 


August 2017 
The White House 
Washington, DC 
6 a.m. 


“What do you mean you HAD one of them???" shouted 
Trottel into a phone. “Where are they? How did they get 
away??" 

“We're looking into that now. I've got everyone 
investigating that," said Duke from his London apartment. 

“Investigating??? Are you playing me? That's what we 
tell reporters when we don't want to talk about something 
and want to buy time until they forget what they were 
asking. I'm not going to forget about this, Duke!" 

“No, I didn't think you would," said Duke, snapping at his 
assistant for another cup of espresso. 

“What are you going to do to find them? I want them 
locked up! Get it done or I'm going to have YOU locked up!" 

“Yes, Mr. President," said Duke with a sigh, as he sat back 
in his chair, lifted his legs to the window sill, and sipped his 
steaming espresso while taking in the view of Thames. 
Christ, that man is an idiot. How does he think he's going to 
iock me up? Does he honestiy think his threats scare me? 
He couidn't navigate himseif out of Abe Lincoin's top hat! 
Some days i wonder if the deais we made to get him eiected 
were worth it - on one hand, he does whatever we teii him 
to, but on the other, he's impossibie to controi when we're 
not constantiy whispering in his ear. 


August 2017 
Northern Minnesota 
5 a.m. 



“You feel that?" asked Honor sitting up in bed. 

“What?" asked Welman half asleep. 

“Can't explain it. Electricity? Expectation? Something is 
happening." 

Their bedroom door burst open and the kids exploded 
into the room. 

“Mom! Dad! Let's go swimming! Can we go swimming?" 
they cried as they jumped on the bed. 

Welman cracked an eye and saw the pastel pink arch of 
dawn on the horizon through a crack in the drapes. 
“Apparently the kids feel it too," he said rolling over and 
tackling one of them. In a moment of pure spontaneity, he 
gave in to the excitement that had infected his family, threw 
his covers over his squirrely kids and crazy wife, and 
shouted, “Last one in is a rotten egg," as he sprinted out the 
bedroom door in his pajama pants and t-shirt. 

The kids squealed with glee and followed their father's 
path out the front door of the cabin. Honor laid in bed 
wondering if she should grab towels and put on a bathing 
suit, but decided to embrace her kids' life choices. She 
caught up to them at the small dock just as her husband 
cannonballed off the end, followed immediately by their two 
tiny cannonballs. 

She gave in to the welling of joy, sprinted down the dock, 
leaped in the air, grabbed her knees and landed bottom first 
into the circle her family had created by opening their arms 
and trying to join hands. 

Songbirds twittered from the trees while ducks and geese 
stretched and groomed on the shore waiting for their turn in 
the little lake. 

The sun was sparkling through the trees to the east as 
the Yamato family giggled and teased their way back to the 
cabin for breakfast. 


August 11 ^^, 2017 
The Family Tree 



Oban, Scotland 


“I'm not gonna make it to 5 p.m., I'm just not,'' I said 
walking into the kitchen with an order slip for table fifteen 
and slipping it into the track above the prep table. 

“Ignorance would be bliss right now," said Jesse agreeing 
while building sandwiches. 

“It's like Christmas Eve when you're five, the morning of 
your driving test, and still being pregnant on your due date 
all rolled into one un-nameable emotion," I said checking on 
the french fries - I never could get used to calling them 
chips - in the oven. 

There was a commotion at the door leading in from the 
back patio. We turned to see Lexie coming in with the dogs 
followed by Clementine and Alasdair carrying two towers of 
her signature pastry boxes. 

“Someone couldn't sleep last night, so neither of us 
slept," said Alasdair setting his packages down on the catch¬ 
all table by the door. “And now you may benefit from the 
fruits of our labors," he said scooping up Cowboy, his self- 
declared favorite person in the world. 

“The world is on the verge of changing axises. Or axi? 
What the heck is the plural of axis??? And this guy wants to 
sleep through it!" said Clementine setting down her 
packages. 

“It's axes. Dear," said Alasdair setting Cowboy down to 
get a drink. 

“Axes are what I'm going to use to split open your granite 
heidV snapped Clementine, crankily. 

“An car a tha san t-seana mhaide as duilghe thoirt as," 
Alasdair replied in quiet Gaelic with a wicked grin on his 
face. 

“What'd you say about my ass" curdled Clementine, 
violently setting down a cup of tea, ready to throw down. 

I shoved a tray of sandwiches and fries into Alasdair's 
hands and whispered loudly, “Table 3, by the window. RUN!" 



He scampered from the kitchen as Jesse chuckled over a 
pot of soup. 

Clementine and I shared a smile and a wink across the 
room as I helped Lexie open the silver-ribboned, lavender 
boxes. 

“Well, if it all goes to shit, we'll at least eat well one last 
day," I said admiring her glazed gems. 

“And drink well," she said raising a mug in her hand and 
pointing towards our well-stocked bar on the other side of 
the wall. 

“We'll party like it's 1989," I said, placing some pastries 
on a tray to offer to our lunch guests. 

“Wine coolers and light beer? No thanks! I wanna party 
like it's 17 89! Fresh butter, veggies that had taste, and 
whisky that would curl your toes and sprout curly red hair on 
your chest!" she said poking around in my pantry for 
something to inspire her and keep her mind and hands busy. 

At three o'clock I added Liberty Pot Pie to the dinner 
menu board outside the pub as a half dozen of them 
browned in my oven and eighteen more waited their turn on 
the table next to trays of pastries covered in dish towels. 

Jesse and Alasdair had taken the dogs out for a frolic and 
Lexie had left to make a few house calls - everyone having 
chosen to leave the kitchen to Clementine and myself to 
avoid our dancing knives and Grease soundtrack karaoke. 

I walked around the pub and into the back patio through 
the gate near the garage. I sat down next to the fire pit and 
waved to Clementine who was washing up behind the 
window above the sink. She raised a hand and showed me 
five fingers indicating she'd be out in that many minutes. 

I decided to check in with Tara and get some sense of 
what was coming. 


She messaged me back within seconds. 



On our way now! We're in the trailers of a convoy 
of semis to avoid detection. There are multiple 
convoys driving in from different areas. Assuming 
Trottel and Co will try to shut down Strikers from 
publically gathering, so we're trying to keep 
meetup with Congressional Strikers quiet. A few of 
our organization are traveling by normal means to 
create the illusion we're meeting in DC to 
negotiate an end to the Strike, but there are 
thousands coming from all over to stand with the 
members of Congress. A few retired Vets who 
became truck drivers after leaving the service 
suggested we roll in like this and it just blew up. 

No matter how this ends, Mark and I want you to 
know how grateful we are. You, your friends, you 
all gave Mark and a lot of his friends their power 
back. That's the thing about PTSD - it's about 
being robbed of your power to control your life and 
having to face that you'll never get it back - if you 
had it at all. But you gave us all the opportunity to 
take some of it back and go down a path we hope 
will protect our children from suffering war, 
poverty, illness, and oppression. You gave Mark 
something to fight for and it gave him back his life. 
He'll never stop now. Even if we don't win this 
battle, he and his tribe are going to fight for what's 
really important - a future of accountability, 
equality, and honesty. This is a righteous war 
worth fighting. We can Strike with our voices and 
our money. We can lead by example. We don't 
need guns and bombs when the machine is 
dependent on bodies to grind up for fuel - all we 
have to do is stop walking into the machine. 


Wish us luck! Get your ass over here!;) 



I had to admit, as I read her words, all I wanted to do was 
get on a plane and join the Strike that was now about ninety 
minutes away. I wanted to be there and know what it must 
have felt like on Victory in Europe Day, or to have witnessed 
Martin Luther King, Jr.'s / Have a Dream speech. 

Clementine walked towards me carrying two mugs of tea. 

“Penny for your thoughts," she said as she handed me a 
mug. 

“Just wishing I was home today," I said, breathing in the 
Jasmine scented steam. 

“You are home," she said matter-of-fact I y. 

“I'm torn. I've love Scotland, I love the pub. But right 
now, I hear all those ancestors who begged, borrowed, and 
stole their way to build America calling me back. What was 
it all for if I'm not there when all the sacrifices culminate in a 
reckoning? I know it sounds conceited - it's going to 
happen with or without me being there, but everybody, 
every voice matters. I want to be one more person standing 
there when Congress agrees to our Demands. I want 
everyone I've met on this Journey to be there to honor their 
own ancestors whose blood and bones feed the soil that 
protects the roots of our history. Humans are so awful to 
each other most of the time. We let ourselves be torn apart 
and manipulated by bullshit like money and bigotry. I Just 
want to be there to witness one of the rare times we pull off 
our blinders and unite under the banner of intelligence, 
kindness, and honor," I said, taking a gulp of tea. 

“You could Join the Scottish MPs," she said taking a sip of 
her own tea. “Go stand with them," she said with a shrug 
like it was that simple. 

“I'm not Scottish anymore. My last Scottish ancestors left 
in 1869. It Just doesn't feel the same. It doesn't feel like I 
belong." 

“Och, yer daft," said a voice from behind me as Pixie and 
Cowboy Jumped up putting their front paws on my legs. 

“You're scoring points with all the ladies today," I said to 
Alasdair, sticking out my tongue as he and Jesse Joined us. 



“Well, sometimes you lassies are maddening!" he said 
taking the mug of tea from Clementine with a smile. He took 
a long draught and continued, "But you are daft. You're 
human and this Strike is about humans. If you want to stand 
and be counted - do it! And for the record, you're more 
Scottish than some people who were born here. It's in your 
blood, you feel it when you're here don't you?" he asked 
without pausing to let me answer because he already knew 
the way the lochs and bens pulled me to them. "Your 
ancestors were born of the water of life here - the rain, the 
lochs, the seas; they took it with them to America and 
passed it down to you. It's the same for that part of you 
that's from those areas we now call France and Germany. 
You could join Strikers in Frankfurt or Alsace and be amongst 
family. We've all got to get over this notion that we are 
defined by the borders within which we were born," he said, 
finishing Clementine's tea with a gulp. 

I wondered if he knew how close he was to the truth 
about water and life and souls ior lack of a better word. 

I looked at Jesse who just said, "We can't both go. You 
should go though." 

"No," I said. "I'm staying here. This is my town, you all 
are my family. I'm where I should be tonight. But don't be 
surprised if tonight after dinner I hang a sheet from the side 
of the pub that reads, "Trottel is a Turd!' 

"I'm sure your customers will help you hang it," said 
Clementine getting up to go inside and check her pot pies. 


August 2017 
The White House 
High Noon 

"Put it on Rudock News," barked Trottel. "I told them to 
report that Congress is meeting with these Striker losers 
today to force them to get back to work. They should be 
interviewing aides from my Senators' offices about the great 



deal I'm offering the Strikers - no jail time and no fines if 
they go back to work on Monday." 

"Sir, Senator Yertell's office is calling," said his assistant 
from her desk outside his office. 

"I'll call him back." 

"Sir, he says it's urgent. It's Senator YertelI himself." 

"Fine. Put him through." 

"What is it Yertell? I'm about to close this deal and end 
the Strike. Aren't you supposed to be meeting with these 
lightweights and crushing them?" 

"That's why I'm calling Mr. President. No one is here. 
Well, not no one, but certainly not the Congress members we 
expected and only a handful of Strikers representing both 
military and civilian factions have shown up. Something is 
wrong." 

"Where's Stob?" Trottel asked referring to his other pet 
Senator. 

"He's right here." 

"Well, you two must have gotten the location wrong. Find 
out where the meeting is and call me back," 

"But Sir..." 

"Just do it!" shouted Trottel before slamming the receiver 
on the phone base. 

"He thinks we've got the wrong location," Yertell said to 
Stob with exasperation. 

"You ever think we might have shot ourselves in the 
Garden of Eden when we chose to support this putz?" asked 
Stob. 

"Your Yiddish is coming along nicely," replied Yertell with 
a shrug opening a cabinet housing a bank of televisions. 
"The only way to know how bad the wound is is to find out 
what's going on," he said turning them on with a press of a 
button. 

Eleven of twelve televisions told them they were most 
definitely in the wrong location. Rudock News was live in 
studio talking to Trottel plants about the deal he'd 



negotiated to get people back to work, eleven other 
networks were live at Carpenters' Hall in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania. 

“Holy fuck!" exclaimed Yertell and Stob in unison. 


We stood along the back wall of the pub and watched the 
television over the bar. Our patrons were frozen mid¬ 
sentence and mid-forkful. 

We all watched as the screen alternated between drone 
footage from Carpenters' Hall to Edinburgh Castle. 

Standing side-by-side in front of both buildings were 
hundreds of politicians facing thousands of Strikers with 
more arriving with each heartbeat. 

A single person from the American group of politicians 
and the Scottish group of politicians stepped forward into 
the no-man's land between politician and Striker. Both were 
immediately recognizable, at least for me. The American 
representative was a Senator from Oregon who'd fought 
tirelessly for citizens' privacy and corporate accountability, 
and the Scottish representative was the First Minister of 
Scotland. 

Both carried electric megaphones, and as if they were 
coordinating their actions, raised their bullhorns and spoke 
in turns. 

“Ladies and Gentlemen, thank you for joining us at 
Carpenters' Hall, the home of the First Continental Congress, 
where nearly 250 years ago the seeds of this American 
experiment were planted. Today we are facing a corruption 
even more foul than that which our ancestors faced. We 
need to wash clean the fetid halls of justice, the bloody 
galleries of Congress, and the rooms of the White House 
rendered rancid by lies and dishonor. Today, we stand with 
you. We've heard your Demands and we agree the only way 
forward is to make them our Demands as well. Before you 



stand four hundred and fifty members of the United States 
of Congress who will take an Oath before you now to join 
your Strike. We cannot resign until the entire Congress 
pledges to resign or we risk giving the supporters of 
depravity the power they seek, but we can go on Strike from 
performing our duties. We can bring Congress and the 
Federal machine to a standstill until our Demands are met, 
beginning with the resignation of President Trottel and all 
but one member of his Cabinet who will serve as President 
until we can hold honest, clean elections uncorrupted by 
quid-pro-quos and threats of blackmail, between candidates 
who wish to serve not corporations and themselves, but a 
government for the benefit of the people!” 

Cheers went up amongst the American Strikers and the 
screen switched to Edinburgh. 

”We stand here on the ramparts of Edinburgh Castle to 
declare Scotland's independence from the perversion of 
government wrought by those so ensconced in cloaks woven 
of greed, falsehood, and villainy that they taint everything 
they touch. We will no longer be enslaved by a system that 
chews us up and spits us out for sport. We members of 
Parliament before you are joining the Strike and adding a 
Demand of our own - that our fellow Parliamentarians do the 
same and force a new election free from the corrupting 
elements of corporate and foreign monetary influence. We 
must have an honest discussion regarding leaving the 
European Union and decide with full understanding, what 
we are choosing. We must put our citizens first over 
corporate profits, secret agreements, and special 
relationships. We must choose between being Masters of 
our own Destiny or being the servants of the Houses of 
Gluttony, Sloth, and Wrath!” 

Cheers went up on the telly, but we'd never have heard 
them over the roar in the pub. Fists pounded tables and 
Scottish brogues became guttural and indecipherable to my 
American ears tuned by decades of Californian Spanglish. 



I felt little tears sting the corners of my eyes and oddly 
thought, rm glad the dogs are upstairs, this noise would 
have scared the crap out of them. I looked at Jesse, then 
Lexie, Clementine, and Alasdair. 

We hugged as a huge group and Lexie whispered loud 
enough for our little circle to hear, “We did it!" 

Not wanting to jinx anything, I slipped a hand down to 
the table beside us and knocked wood as I said, “Let's hope 
this tipped the scales." 



Epilogue 


July 4th, 2018 
Circuit of the Americas 
Austin, Texas 
Supper time 

I sat in the bleachers drinking my very\ce6 jasmine green 
tea and seriously contemplating dumping it over my head. 
Last I'd checked it was 104°F and it seemed like it had only 
gotten hotter. 

I watched the scene below me and smiled as I thought 
about where I'd been and what I'd been doing exactly a year 
before. What a year, I thought. 

It had been nearly a year since millions of citizens and 
members of the US Congress, the UK Parliament, and 
factions within the German and French governments had 
brought their respective leaders to heel. 

After the majority of Congress joined the Strike, most of 
the Supreme Court Justices followed suit forcing the 
remaining two to resign a week later out of sheer shame at 
greedily hanging on, but it had taken another four weeks for 
Trottel to resign. He'd been the last to go. Even his 
opportunistic sycophants in Congress had seen the light and 
“retired" to quietly write their memoirs away from the 
furious eyes of their constituents who more and more, day 
by day had admitted to themselves they'd been duped by 
leaders who never delivered on a single promise that made 
their lives better. It was as if people had finally taken a look 
around and realized decades of the same people, spewing 
the same hate and empty promises had made their lives 
exponentially worse over time, but it had been such a slow 
creep that they hadn't noticed how bad it had gotten. 
Something about the Strike and the quiet that followed the 
shutdown of the constant bombardment of and withdrawal 
from 24-hour news and incessant social media had 



awakened their brains. It finally dawned on them that their 
lots in life had been sealed by the politicians defunding their 
schools, sending their children to be broken and killed in 
rich men's wars, preventing small American businesses from 
starting and thriving; and promoting poor eating habits, 
drug and alcohol use, and expensive medications as 
crutches. Politicians expected everyone to quietly do their 
duty as grist for the machine that spun straw into gold for 
their secret Swiss and Panamanian bank accounts. All those 
years citizens had been told to blame black people, 
Mexicans, Eastern Europeans, Muslims, and Jews for their 
problems, but the real enemy had always been a cadre of old 
white men who mocked their ignorant constituents from 
behind the gates of their private estates as they stole their 
lives from them. 

Trottel's exit had been in keeping with his presidency - a 
cringing embarrassment. He'd dragged it out, whining like a 
mentally-stunted sore loser about people being mean to 
him. He'd toured the country holding rallies in empty 
arenas and tried to spin the pathetic turnouts as the fault of 
hackers like Carnyx. He'd raged on Hisser about failing 
members of Congress and did multiple interviews with his 
favorite TV show personalities in which he told his shrinking 
number of supporters that his ratings were great and he was 
going to win in 2020. 

Trottel's sad attempts at milking the last of the limelight 
were even more laughable when they competed against 
dozens of Congress members coming forward on television 
and radio to tell the truth of their careers in Washington and 
the constant cycle of corruption that controlled the entire 
system. 

The cherry on top of the whole affair was that the Burners 
had seen to it that Trottel, Duke, Yertell, Stob, and others 
were eviscerated with a few well-placed spy cameras and 
compromised devices connected to the internet that picked 
up the death throes of their careers and broadcast them to 
devices all over the world. The American public had heard 



firsthand when Trottel melted down in the Oval Office, 
calling American voters dumb losers who weren't fit to clean 
his toilets. The American public had heard how some 
Congress members and their co-conspirators had worked to 
sell out America and the UK to foreign governments and 
corporations by manipulating elections through 
gerrymandering, voter suppression, and outright lies - and 
how sorry they were that they'd ever picked Trottel as the 
horse to back. 

The Strikers had stood their ground together. Tech 
companies, airlines, retail, banking, education - it had all 
remained at a standstill, waiting for Trottel and his 
putrefaction to be excised so the country could begin the 
healing process. 

The man who had reveled in the chaos of tearing a 
country apart left the White House like most bullies who get 
stood up to - alone and through a side door no one was 
watching. His wife had already moved to their house in 
North Carolina to escape the relentless demands for her 
husband to step down. His children had fled the country for 
parts unknown, but were speculated to be in Russia calling 
in favors they'd collected in exchange for influence they'd 
pedaled while their father had been President. His Vice 
President, all but one of his cabinet, and the majority of the 
White House staff including most of his Secret Service detail 
had left hoping an early exit would reduce the stain of their 
time serving his every crazed whim. The man who took such 
great pride in collecting obedient, loyal followers had found 
himself nearly alone and couldn't understand why. His 
handful of diehard hangers-on who still dreamed of a day 
when women would be chained to stoves and white, 
Christian men would rule the world clung to him like 
shipwreck victims on a piece of wooden hull. It was they 
who took it the hardest when on September 12th, 2017, 
Trottel snuck out a side door, got in a town car, and headed 
to North Carolina, leaving a letter of resignation on the desk 



in the Oval Office. He'd written: / quit! Are you happy now? 
and signed his name with his usual obnoxious flourish. 

The lamentations of the crew who'd made their living 
suckling at his hairy man boobs were alarming but also 
laughable...They screamed their fury and vowed to take 
back the White House. They demanded all Strikers be 
locked up for treason. The all-consuming dysfunction of 
government that had normalized a system in which nothing 
ever got done while citizens needlessly suffered and died 
had finally been recognized and there were millions of 
people who were stuck at the second stage of grief over the 
prospect of losing a war they were brainwashed into 
fighting. 

Luckily, they were drowned out by the sheer cacophony 
of millions of people waking up to the fact their leaders had 
been manipulating the system to keep people divided and 
uneducated - all while mocking them for their gullibility and 
toasting to their own ability to fool them all. Americans were 
celebrating a well-deserved victory over corruption, 
incompetence, and stagnation. Tens of millions of 
Americans had found common ground and succeeded in 
demanding their freedoms and rights back and now there 
was a lot of work to be done to rebuild the government, 
restart the economy, and move forward putting peop/e first. 
The fireworks this 4th of July would burn extra bright, the 
beer would taste crisper, and the watermelon would be 
sweeter. 

Our election was scheduled for November. So far, the 
quality of candidates running for Congress, the Supreme 
Court, and the Presidency were an immense improvement 
over the scourges of the previous decades. There were a 
handful of familiar names - people who had served their 
states well and had the full support of their constituents, but 
for the most part the rosters were filled with new-to-the- 
game, young, energized blood ready to put people over 
party. They embraced the new rules that prevented them 
from starting their political careers indebted to special 



interests, they openly answered questions and publically 
vowed their personal beliefs would not infringe on other's 
rights. It remained to be seen whether a Christian judge 
could support a woman's right to choose what happened to 
her body - but we had assurances from all Congressional 
and Presidential candidates that Supreme Court Justices 
would have term limits and there would be a clear path to 
removal for any Justice or politician who abused their power. 
No longer would elected or appointed officials be able to 
spend decades torturing people and ruining lives with 
impunity. 

Corporations were already self-correcting their 
abominable behavior in an attempt to earn back customers. 
All the candidates running for office in November assured 
the public that the first order of business in January 2019 
would be privacy and accountability laws with gnarly teeth, 
followed by a law allowing universal buy-in into Medicare. 
The only difference between candidates seemed to be in the 
details of their plans - the public would speak with their 
ballots as to how harsh and restrictive the laws would be. 
Some candidates promised to nuke entire businesses, while 
others recognized the value of those same businesses under 
the right conditions. Most candidates agreed that the 
environment was going to be the deciding factor. If 
everyone was agreeing on privacy, accountably, and 
healthcare - it would be environmental policy that would 
really set them apart from the rest of the pack. 

I yearned, on more than one occasion, to ask Nana River 
to ask her White Stone of Future Sight how this was all going 
to shake out, but I knew whatever she saw wasn't a 
guarantee and frankly, I cared less about the election right 
now than I did about the conversations we were all finally 
having. We were finally talking about important things. 
Arguing about things that our ancestors had fought over in 
their quest to make the future better for their children. Most 
people were talking about personal rights, equality, fairness, 
accountability, and ethics. It was inspiring to see what 



humanity could do once it broke free of its addiction to 
distractions. People were communicating, civilly, learning 
from each other, compromising, discussing solutions - finally 
using their big brains they'd bragged about having for so 
many centuries. But it wasn't all cooperation and problem 
solving. I still bristled at the people like my mother-in-law 
who continued to slurp from the trough of lies and insisted 
on lamenting the downfall of Trottel and the ability of people 
of color to have the opportunity to do more than pick the 
soybeans on her daddy's farm. But what are you going to 
do? I guess when you grow up in racist Mississippi, haven't 
had sex in over twenty-five years, and refuse to open your 
mind beyond what you learned in 1954 - you've kind of 
backed yourself into a hate corner. I almost felt sorry for the 
people like her whose bigotry burned everything it touched 
until people just stopped coming around. Almost. When 
people are so narcissistic they can't even see their own 
flaws, and blame everyone around them for all their 
problems, it's just a waste of time to try to meet them half 
way. I hoped someday some of them would join the 
conversation, but more than likely, they'd all go to their 
graves with a belly full of vitriol, l/l/e get one life - and that's 
how they want to spend it. Scamming, hating, crushing... 
never knowing happiness unless they've made someone 
else miserable, I thought to myself. 

I recalled enviously how Scotland had already voted for 
independence and Northern Ireland had voted to unite the 
whole island under one Republic. The Burners, once they'd 
had the publics' attention after Parliament members joined 
the Strike, had gone public with documents proving Brexit 
had been a scam devised by the Tories, Labour, and 
American politicians to deliver the UK to the US in a reverse 
colonization deal meant to make a few Englishmen very 
wealthy while returning the UK back to its feudal roots. The 
Scots and Irish, incensed by the notion of foreigners 
essentially owning the British Isles - controlling their 
healthcare and trade agreements, and buying up property to 



develop foreign-owned, over-priced flats and fracking 
operations - had demanded to be free of England, which, 
along with Wales, was still pursuing an exit from the 
European Union. On one hand, it would be a lot easier to 
get a Brexit deal done without having to worry about a 
border between the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland 
- but on the other, England and Wales were going to have to 
face dealing with a very different American political system 
while existing outside of the EU. The Burner's revelations 
over the last year had exposed the rot and corruption within 
English politics - but the voters there were still convinced 
Brexit was the way to save their country from outside ogres. 
The next few years would be interesting to watch. Scotland 
and Ireland had pulled apart the threadbare blanket of 
English political integrity they'd been shivering under and 
each wove themselves new ones - strong, colorful, and 
protective. I wondered if Scotland and Ireland would 
eventually overshadow their historic oppressors. The great 
British Empire had been a victim of its own hubris for 
centuries - dozens, maybe hundreds, of individuals had 
made mountains of money over the years, but the country 
itself had been left to wither, sucked dry by blue bloods and 
foreigners looking for places to conceal the fruits of their 
own corruption. 

Mexico too was still a mess and Canada and Australia still 
lived in their own little world where they told themselves 
they were superior to everyone while simultaneously 
abusing native cultures, breeding racists, and nurturing 
failing health care systems and crippling debt - but hey, 
baby steps. Germany and France had purged themselves of 
their most cretinous and out-of-touch leaders, but still faced 
hard economic choices and racial tensions that would force 
some discussions about priorities and tolerance if they were 
to rebuild what the post-WWII leaders had shredded. Iran 
still hated us. Israel and Palestine broke my heart. India 
and Pakistan continued to embarrass themselves on the 
world stage as they abused their own female citizens for 



profit and amusement all while refusing to grasp they were 
fighting a Civil War created by English pricks. Meanwhile, 
Russia and China still waited in the wings, looking for chinks 
in all our armor they could exploit...Troffe/ came so close to 
destroying us and leaving our carcass to be divided by 
Russia and China, I thought, causing a cold shiver even in 
the oven-like temperatures of a Texas summer day. 

“Hot enough for you?" asked Myra sitting down beside 
me. 

“No, turn it up a little, will you?" I snarked back at her. 

“You throw a mean Fourth of July party," she said 
surveying the scene below us. 

“It was a group effort centuries in the making," I said 
thinking of the source of the funds I'd used to bring 
everyone together and the generations of decisions made 
that culminated in this exact moment. 

“Here's to our family tree - may she thrive, fed by fresh 
air, and nourished by our ancestors in healthy soil, slaked by 
clean water," she said raising her canteen in a toast. 

“And may this November fulfil the promise we made to 
the future in which the family tree will grow," I said clinking 
my sippy cup with her canteen. 

“Word!" 

We watched the fifty or so people milling about below us. 
Everyone had come - Myra, Mick, and Barb; Max, Friedman, 
Lucille, and a handful of their Burner friends; Tara, Goldie, 
Mark and a few of his buddies; Otis, George, Whichblade, 
Sehor Santo, Qi-Tara, Frangois, & Ryker; Blue, Winnie, and 
Hawk brought Nana River and Lysander; Kurt and his family; 
Lexie met Leroy and they seemed to be hitting it off. Captain 
Cyril and his Mini driving lady; Arjan, Shabana and their 
crew; Giles, Cassie, my Wonder Twins, Clementine and 
Alasdair, Daisy, Oliver, Donald, Emma, and JJ rounded out 
the UK contingent, and then there was a small gaggle of 
three adults and two kids I didn't recognize. 



“Any idea who they are," I asked Myra, pointing with my 
chin. 

“Not a clue, but they seem to know Max," she said 
screwing the cap on her canteen. “I heard the big guy say 
the hunt is on for Mel Merchant and Duke. The scum has 
gone into hiding, probably hoping to ride out the storm until 
people forget - the usual PR playbook. But apparently, 
there's been a purge at the CIA, NSA, FBI, and the rest. 
Seems a few rotten eggs were selling out the country and 
her citizens to Mel and Duke, but some mysterious 
organization” she said with a wink, “outted them and 
reenergized the bulk of the alphabet agencies - including 
our European cousins. Bringing in American traitors for 
some very public walks of shame and earning back 
America's trust has become the new cool. Those guys won't 
find a safe space in any NATO country - and something tells 
me they're too soft to survive living in caves and pooping in 
holes they have to dig themselves." 

“Funny how that always seems to work, isn't it?" I asked. 

“How what works?" she asked, watching the party below. 

“The nastier they are, the weaker they are. Guys like 
Trottel, Duke, Merchant, corporate executives, most 
politicians - they're all gutless wimps. They spend their 
whole lives bullying people, but one papercut and they're 
crying for their mamas. I'll bet you a tank of gas they all get 
busted using fake papers to sneak into Switzerland or 
Luxembourg for a hot shower at the Ritz, paid for with stolen 
credit card numbers." 

“I hope they get yanked out of a hole like Saddam," said 
Myra. 

“I hope they get sentenced to serve out time in one of the 
for-profit prisons they kept running in spite of all those 
investigations showing how awful they are. Let the inmates 
have a go at them when the heat, diseases, and vermin- 
riddled food take a break," I replied. 

“There is something poetic about locking those guys in 
the filth of their own creation. How do we feel about getting 



them hooked on oxy while we're at it?" 

"Fine by me!" I said. 

"We'll have to televise the whole experience to the world 
as a precautionary tale, otherwise it's just torture with no 
purpose," she said thoughtfully. 

"What's really frightening is that some networks would 
actually run that show as reality television - and some 
people would watch it," I said calculating the number of 
awful people who'd actually stood up for Trottel, Congress, 
and the subversion of civil liberties. 

"Who's that tweedy guy over there? The one who looks 
like a Sheldon and keeps stalking that girl and her dad, 
lurking around like he wants to say something but can't 
figure out the words?" asked Myra changing the subject. 

"That is Max's contribution to the day. I think it's an 
experiment. Or maybe a meet cute? His name is Arnold 
Henkle and the girl is Violet. Arnold created all the hits like 
license plate scanners and facial recognition - but he did it 
all to find Violet whom he met when they were both kids. 
Max is convinced he's redeemable. She thinks, given a 
chance, he can be turned away from the dark side so she did 
what all Henkle's tech hadn't been able to do and found 
Violet. Now she's thrown them together to give him his 
heart's desire. I'm not sold, but hey, at least he didn't start 
a web site to rate women that turned into a sewage fire," I 
said with a shrug. 

"Look, he's making his move!" said Myra grabbing my 
forearm. 

We watched as he awkwardly approached Violet and her 
father and introduced himself. I watched the consternation 
on his face as she gave her name as Violet. He had a 
millisecond to digest that he'd been looking for Penny for 
two decades. I could only imagine his self-flagellation. But 
he recovered quickly and was invited by Violet and her 
father to sit at their table. 

"Maybe Max was right," I said watching her watch the 
scene then looking up in the bleachers to catch my eye. I 



saluted her in acknowledgement and she blew me a kiss. 

“We should probably get down there, Mick just texted 
asking when we wanted to go." 

“You go on down, I'll be there in a few." 

“Okay, but you know this is going to happen, right? You 
can't just sit up here and hope we'll let you get out of this," 
she said wickedly. 

“Wouldn't dream of it," I said with a wink. 

Left alone again, I took in the scene below me...Max had 
gathered with a group of Burners in the shade of one of the 
portable shelters we'd put up. Kids were playing in the hop 
houses and slip-n-slides while their parents relaxed in 
shaded chairs. Arjan and a couple of his mates were half 
way around the track, duking it out for lead. Hawk and his 
dad were lined up on racing bikes waiting for the lights to 
drop. Kurt was few meters behind them, ensconced in one of 
Mick's corvettes, receiving last minute instructions from a 
nervous looking Mick. 

I touched the Thought Stone on my newly fashioned 
bracelet and eavesdropped on them. 

“Just remember she's not like one of your German cars - 
she's got personality," said Mick referring to her penchant 
for losing her back end at every apex. 

“Relax Granny, I won't hurt your girlfriend, I'm just going 
to show her she's got options," said Kurt evilly petting her 
steering wheel. 

Smiling, I broke contact with their testosterone sauced 
brains and twirled my new bracelet in the Austin sun. 
Alasdair had done a brilliant job of cutting down the stones 
to make similar bracelets for Lexie, Max, and Clementine. I 
looked at the finger where the Trinity Ring used to sit and 
swiveled the single diamond perched there to make it 
sparkle as I recalled the day we'd removed them from their 
setting and tested their power individually. Each stone had 
performed, proving, to my mind at least, that they'd once 



come from a single larger stone. Aza had confirmed it - 
begging the question, why hadn't / just asked her in the first 
piace? Alasdair took the two smaller stones and set them 
into rings for Lexie and Clementine with Max opting out 
saying she didn't think she'd need one but leaving the 
option open to halve mine if she changed her mind. 

The copper of the Cruth-atharraich glinted on my right 
wrist, reminding me that soon it would be divided too. 

The Scrying Silver and Spirit Stone remained intact, but 
available to any of Aza's children who wanted to use them. 

And the Opal remained my secret burden. 

There were still a lot of assholes in the world. We knew 
where they lived, we knew their sins, and we were going to 
take them on one by one, but not today. Today was race day. 

Luba's The Best is Yet to Come flooded my brain in a 
jumble of words probably meant to protect me from getting 
sued by the thought police who work for music licensing 
agencies...r/7ere's some say I'm Just dreaming, guess I'm 
Just an optimistic one, but I can't help feeling that the best 
is yet to come. 

I danced down the stairs and dropped off my sippy cup on 
a table as I made my way to my car. We were back, Luka 
and I, back in America where we belonged for now. Cassie 
had moved back to Scotland and taken over the pub, Lexie 
had set up a wildlife rescue outside of Austin, and Jesse and I 
had found a little condo from which to continue the legacy 
of Carnyx and the Alexander Benevolent Society. 

America needed her children to speak for her - to protect 
her waters, her soil, her creatures, her borders, and her 
citizens from the sects of humanity that thrived on 
destruction and subjugation. 

Part of my heart belonged to Scotland and I'd go back 
one day - but they were built on an ancient granite 
foundation and were stronger than America, which was 
finally just learning to walk and find its voice. 

We were needed here. For now. 



I climbed into Luka, ignited fuel in her cylinders, and 
rolled up between my sisters in rebellion. George in her 
rumbling Mustang, Myra in her snarling Camaro, and me in 
Luka who purred like a kitten. 

“Weren't you supposed to be driving a Challenger in this 
race?" smirked Myra. 

“I'd never cheat on Luka," I said settling into my second 
skin. 

“We're racing for pinks, right?" shouted George from my 
left, through both our open windows. 

“Sure, if you're willing to haul my winnings home for me," 
I countered. 

“You ladies ready?" shouted Giles standing in front of us. 

We rolled up our windows and followed his hand signals 
to line up on the starting line. 

The lights dropped Red, Red, Yellow, lift on the clutch, 
give her a little gas, Yellow, GREEN! Luka and I shot off the 
line to Prince's Little Red Corvette...Baby, you're never too 
fast, I thought to myself as I shifted through his lyrics. 



The Playlist 


Virtual Insanity - Jamiroquai 

White Knuckle Ride -Jamiroquai 

Pencil Full of Lead - Paolo Nutini 

One of the Guys - Terri Clark 

Luka - Suzanna Vega 

Raise Your Glass - Pink 

Golden - Jill Scott 

Ladies' Night - Kool and the Gang 

Ceiling Can't Hold Us - Macklemore 

And We Danced - Macklemore 

Baby Got Back - Sir-Mix-a-Lot 

Bang Bang - Jessie J, Ariana Grande, and Nicki Mina] 

Saturday Night Fever Soundtrack 

Talullah - Jamiroquai 

Pink Cashmere - Prince 

Time After Time - Cyndi Lauper 

Wild Seed - Morten Market 

Part of Me - Katy Perry 

It Takes Two - Rob Base and DJ E-Z Rock 

Hard Headed Woman - Cat Stevens 

American Pie - Don McLean 

Whiskey in Mind - Christian Kane 

Oh Sheila - Ready for the World 

California Soul - Marlena Shaw 

Everybody Knows - Concrete Blonde 

Ride - Trace Adkins 

In and Out of Love - Bon Jovi 

Tokyo Road - Bon Jovi 

People Are People - Depeche Mode 

Bizarre Love Triangle - New Order 

Hips Don't Lie - Shakira 

Strawberry Lover - Mazarati 

Promises in the Dark - Pat Benatar 

Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go - Wham! 

Boondocks - Little Big Town 



Shakin' - Eddie Money 

Peaceful Easy Feeling - the Eagles 

Thieves Like Us - New Order 

Dream Machine - Tesla Boy 

Hot Tequila Brown -Jamiroquai 

Canned Heat - Jamiroquai 

Boys of Summer - Don Henley 

Crocodile Rock - Elton John 

Video Killed the Radio Star - The Buggies 

Mon Maquis - Alizee 

Uptown - Prince 

Flesh for Fantasy - Billy Idol 

Sorry, Not Sorry - Demi Lovato 

Who's That Girl - Madonna 

U Got the Look - Prince 

Heart and Soul - T'Pau 

Lean on Me - Club Nouveau 

Summergirls - Dino 

Broken Summer - DJ Snake 

National Anthem - Lana Del Rey 

I Feel for You - Chaka Khan 

I Do What I Do - John Taylor 

Black on Black - Dalbello 

Change - John Waite 

Irresistible Bitch - Prince 

Lunatic Fringe - Red Rider 

I'll Be Around - The Spinners 

We Don't Need Another Hero - Tina Turner 

Isn't it Ironic - Alanis Morissette 

Starfish and Coffee - Prince 

Lights - Ellie Goulding 

Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy - Andrews Sisters 

We're Not Gonna Take It - Twisted Sister 

Tea Party - Kerli 

Live to Tell - Madonna 

Just Fine - Mary J Blige 

Glamorous Life - Shiela E 



Let the Beat Hit 'Em - Lisa Lisa and Cult Jam 

Private Dancer - Tina Turner 

Strut - Sheena Easton 

U.N.I.TY - Queen Latifah 

Jolene - Dolly Parton 

Down in Mississippi (Up To No Good) - Sugarland 
Rebel Yell - Billy Idol 

Autumn in New York - Louis Armstrong and Ella Fitzgerald 

Invincible - Pat Benatar 

Maniac - Michael Sembello 

Still of the Night - Whitesnake 

She Sells Sanctuary - The Cult 

Bohemian Rhapsody - Queen 

We Are the Champions - Queen 

True Colors - Cindi Lauper 

Wake Me Up Before You Go-Go - Wham! 

Do it Like a Dude - Jessie J 

Dancing with Myself - Billy Idol 

You Should Be Dancing - The Bee Gees 

Freeway of Love - Aretha Franklin 

Shut Up and Drive - Rihanna 

No Parking on the Dance Floor - Midnight Star 

Dancing in the Sheets - Shalimar 

Burn - Ellie Goulding 

Under the Milky Way - The Church 

I Drove All Night - Cindi Lauper 

Sandman - America 

Move Along - All American Rejects 

Salute - Little Mix 

I Will Survive - Gloria Gaynor 

Bye Bye Bye - *NSYNC 

Gonna Make You Sweat (Everybody Dance Now) - C-fC Music 
Factory 

Respect - Aretha Franklin 

The Power - Snap 

I Got You Babe - Sonny & Cher 

Damn It Feels Good to Be a Gangsta - Geto Boys 



Take Me Home Country Roads - John Denver 

Success is the Best Revenge - Dallas Frasca 

Wild Things - Alessia Cara 

Witchy Woman - The Eagles 

Voices Carry - Til Tuesday 

Ain't My Fault - Zara Larsson 

Kids in America - Kim Wilde 

We Will Rock You - Queen 

The Final Countdown - Europe 

Man Hunt - Karen Kamon 

Piece of Me - Britney Spears 

LoveGame - Lady Gaga 

Just Dance - Lady Gaga 

Starstruck - Lady Gaga 

Fighter - Christina Aguilera 

Night Moves - Bob Seger 

You're So Vain - Carly Simon 

Tell that Devil - Jill Andrews 

The Best is Yet to Come - Luba 

Little Red Corvette - Prince 




The author’s family “show(ed) there An tick tricks I really think 
they seem to be as Ignorant a Set of People as the Indians...” 

—George Washington, Journal of My Journey Ouer the Mountains. 1748 

“This author is a traitor...reading this book is un-patriotic.” 

—Senator Yakov Yertell in a recent social media post 


“Loser Laura writes a book full of lies. None of my 
great deeds are mentioned at all. Fake news!” 

—President Trottel in a recent social media post 


The author lives in a treehouse with the ashes of 
her dogs. She enjoys single malt whisky and getting 
caught in the rain, she’s not into yoga, she has half 
a brain. This is her first novel—and probably last 
because it took ten years of Sundays and buckets of 
jelly beans to write this and now she’d like to focus on 
ending the avocado cartels. When she’s not writing, 
she’s stalking prey to shoot with her camera and 
looking up adoptable Chihuahuas online. 


Read at your own risk. 






